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      The camp was eerily quiet given the number of men dying.

      Legionnaires carrying stretchers raced toward the medical tent, their faces grim, the injured writhing in pain.

      But where there should have been screams, the only sound was wheezing gasps for air through lips frothed with foam and blood.

      Marcus stepped inside the tent, the heat from several braziers warding off the chill of the morning air though they did nothing for the icy bite of trepidation he felt over what was to come.

      Medics moved between the cots, pulling off armor and clothing and discarding them in heaps to be taken away by the men who’d brought in the injured. Yet there was no urgency in their motions, only quiet resignation as they dosed dying men with narcotics, easing their path to the end.

      Spotting Racker, Marcus wove between medics toward the Thirty-Seventh’s head surgeon, who had his ear pressed against an unconscious man’s chest. “Can they be saved?”

      “Quiet,” Racker snapped, his dark eyes shifting up to fix on Marcus. “That’s precisely what I’m trying to determine.”

      If it had been anyone else, a reprimand would have already been on Marcus’s lips, but he only rocked on his heels, his eyes jumping from cot to cot, watching men gasp for breath. Seeing the panic in their eyes. The pain. The fear.

      “No.”

      The word made him jump, the finality in it making his stomach twist as he turned to look at Racker. “You’re certain?”

      “Whatever the Bardenese burned to make the smoke, it’s pure poison.” Racker smoothed his white apron as he straightened, a full head taller than Marcus but skinny as a rail. “Their lungs are destroyed. They’re drowning in their own blood.”

      Exhaling slowly, Marcus scanned the tent. Every bare chest he saw was tattooed with a black 29. “How many Thirty-Seventh?” He knew some of his men had been killed when the Bardenese had broken through the tunnel and caught them by surprise, but that should be the extent of it.

      Hostus, the legatus of the Twenty-Ninth Legion, used the Thirty-Seventh like mules—making them excavate his tunnels, build his walls, and dig his latrines—however it was the Twenty-Ninth that led the assaults. Not because the older legatus wished to protect the younger legion, but because he wanted the glory of victory all for himself.

      Except glory always had a price.

      “A few inhaled some of the smoke while dragging out the injured,” Racker answered, gesturing to the far end of the tent, where several still forms lay covered by blankets. “They’ll live, although only time will tell whether they recover fully enough to endure a hard march ever again. You may need to discharge them.”

      Marcus’s jaw tightened. Trained from age seven as soldiers only to have their careers ended at sixteen. The Senate’s army of administrators would take charge of them, pay out the balance of their earnings, and see them settled in one of the provinces. Except Campus Lescendor trained soldiers, not civilians, and discharged men usually ended up dead or in prison, poorly suited to life outside the legion. “Don’t make that decision before you have to.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Abandoning the tent, Marcus blinked against the bright morning sun, vision clearing to find Felix standing outside. His second-in-command was in deep conversation with the Thirty-Seventh’s primus, Agrippa, although both straightened at the sight of him.

      “Hostus requests your presence, sir,” Felix said, unease clearly visible on his face. “Immediately.”

      Trepidation bit at Marcus’s insides, but he nodded, striding through the camp with the two following at his heels. To his right, the fortress city of Hydrilla rose in the distance. The high walls were patrolled by Bardenese warriors, their catapults ready to be deployed at the slightest sign of aggression, their vats of tar never without fire beneath them.

      For months, they’d been laying siege to this last holdout of rebels, but it couldn’t last much longer. Not with the smell of snow in the air—the winters in Bardeen were notoriously vicious. The legions would have to retreat to the coast, which meant another year would pass with Bardeen still unbroken, still defiant against the Empire.

      Marcus suspected that was what this conversation would be about.

      Command was a large tent at the center of the camp surrounded by a perimeter of guards whose attention was not outward, as it should have been, but rather inward. Angry shouts and the sound of smashing furniture spoke to the reason why.

      “Oh, this is going to be delightful,” Agrippa said. “Gird your loins, sir, for it sounds like our patrician overlord is not best pleased he isn’t moving his bed and women into Hydrilla tonight.”

      “Be quiet, Agrippa,” Felix snapped softly, but Marcus was already walking between the golden dragon standards, one clutching a 37 in its claws and the other a 29. Stepping into the tent, he barely managed to lurch sideways as a camp stool flew in his direction. It struck Felix in the breastplate with a loud clang, and his second swore under his breath until Marcus shot him a warning look.

      The tent’s interior was in complete disarray. Tables overturned and stools smashed into pieces, fragments of glassware and bottles everywhere, wine soaking into the expensive carpets. At the far end, Hostus stood with his arms crossed and emerald eyes full of murder as he watched Proconsul Plotius Grypus tear apart his tent.

      “Useless idiots!” the proconsul shrieked. “Fools!”

      Perhaps fifty years of age, Grypus was short and built like a potato with sticks stuck into it. He wore armor of the same design as any of Celendor’s legionnaires, but his was adorned with gold paint and had a dragon embossed on the breast rather than a legion number. He tore up a map, then started kicking pencils every which way, his grey hair floating outward as he whirled like a toddler in the throes of a tantrum.

      “You promised me results!” he screeched, then lunged at one of the cabinets that held maps and other important documents. “You promised me victory!”

      Catching hold of the cabinet, he tried to tip it over, his skinny arms straining with no results. He heaved harder, his golden skin turning beet red from effort, but the cabinet didn’t so much as shift.

      Behind him, Agrippa snorted in amusement, and Marcus winced as Grypus turned on him and his men. “You think this is funny?” he snarled, pointing a finger at them. “You think me a source of comedy?”

      “Apologies, Proconsul,” Agrippa said. “Caught a bit of the smoke, I’m afraid. Excuse any noise on my part.”

      Grypus’s grey eyes stared, unblinking, as he tried to determine whether Agrippa was mocking him, then he snarled and spun away. “Wine! Someone get me a glass. A bottle. A rutting case, so that I might drown myself in sorrow for being surrounded by such buffoonery.”

      “Of course, Proconsul.” Hostus moved to a cabinet and extracted a bottle and golden cup. He filled the glass, then handed it to Grypus and set the bottle on the table that his second had righted.

      Grypus glared at the label. “This wine was intended for my use.”

      “We keep it here for you, Proconsul,” Hostus answered. “So you might not be subjected to vintages of less quality.”

      A lie, because Marcus had seen the other legatus drinking a bottle only last night, but Grypus seemed placated.

      Sipping from the cup, the proconsul said, “You told me this would work. For two months, I’ve suffered through the misery of living in this camp while you tunneled like rats under Hydrilla’s walls because you hadn’t the balls to attack them like real men.”

      Grypus’s misery was a massive pavilion with every luxury that gold could buy. He had eight servants, a personal chef, and four women to keep him company while he was absent from his wife. It had required multiple wagons to bring all of it from the xenthier stem at Melitene to Hydrilla, his bed alone so large it had taken four of Marcus’s men to carry it inside.

      “A frontal assault would result in heavy casualties,” Hostus answered. “They have the high ground and they are well prepared to defend against a siege. The tunnel was the better strategy and if not for that smoke, we’d have been victorious.”

      “And yet,” Grypus sneered, “I still stand in this stinking filthy camp, drowning my sorrows over this embarrassing defeat instead of toasting my victory.”

      The hatred in Hostus’s eyes caused a bead of sweat to roll down Marcus’s spine, every instinct in him screaming danger. How Grypus couldn’t sense it, he didn’t know, because the Twenty-Ninth’s legatus was clearly visualizing the proconsul’s murder. And when Hostus killed, it was never quick.

      “And you.” Grypus rounded on Marcus. “Don’t think you’re excluded from this, boy.” Draining his cup, he tossed it on the table, then closed the distance between them, looking up at Marcus. His breath reeked of garlic and wine, and Marcus blinked as his eyes watered.

      “I didn’t even want the Twenty-Ninth for this job but the commandant said you came together or not at all.”

      Hostus’s face twisted with fury where he stood behind the proconsul, a knife appearing in his hand, but Grypus was oblivious.

      “I wanted you, Marcus. The Prodigy of Lescendor.” His voice dripped with mockery. “The brightest mind to ever have graduated, they said. Undefeatable, they said. A strategic genius, they said. Well I say you’re a useless piece of shit!” Grypus screamed the last, bits of spittle striking Marcus in the face, but he didn’t react. Only kept his expression blank and his eyes on Hostus, ready to intervene if the other legatus lost his temper.

      Even though it would cost him.

      “Prove your worth!” Grypus screamed at him. “Justify the gold I’ve spent supporting you and your legion of boys when I could’ve had any legion in the Empire at my service. Give me a strategy to take Hydrilla or I swear on my family’s name I’ll have you gutted and left out for the crows to feast upon.”

      Behind him, Marcus sensed Felix tense, heard Agrippa murmur under his breath, “Steady.”

      But Grypus heard. Leaning around Marcus, he said, “You think that I can’t? You think that I won’t?” He laughed. “The Senate owns your lives, boys. You are its property to do with as it wills. And in Hydrilla, my voice is the Senate’s voice. My fist is the Senate’s fist. And if I decide to strike you down, that is my prerogative. Understood?”

      “Yes, Proconsul,” they both answered. Seeming not to notice that Marcus had remained silent, Grypus said, “Now that we are clear, give me a strategy.”

      Marcus’s strategy had not changed.

      “Hydrilla is the last significant piece of the Bardenese rebellion,” Marcus said, watching Hostus as he spoke. Seeing amusement replace the anger in his eyes. “Taking them by force will result in catastrophic losses of life on both sides, that’s true. But perhaps of more significance is that the Bardenese will see those who died in Hydrilla as martyrs to the cause, which is likely to cause a surge in rebellion across the entire province. Far better to force Hydrilla to surrender, which will break the spirit of the rebellion, hopefully for good.”

      “We offered them a chance to surrender months ago,” Grypus snapped. “I believe their answer was to catapult the head of the messenger into the center of this camp.”

      “And now they’ve spent months entirely cut off from supplies,” Marcus answered. “That fortress is full not just of warriors but of families. Children. And if they aren’t starving yet, they will be soon. We can wait them out.”

      “That’s the advice of the prodigy? To wait?” Grypus grabbed Marcus by the front of his armor, shaking him violently. “I didn’t bring you here for you to tell me to wait, you useless lazy pissant! The Senate will hear of this, boy. They’ll hear about your lazy strategies, your desire for them to pay for you and yours to lie about waiting.”

      Marcus let the man shake him, watching Hostus lean against the table, his shoulders vibrating with silent laughter.

      “With respect, Proconsul,” Marcus said. “It will be a far better thing for you to justify the cost of feeding two legions for another month than for you to justify the choice to send two of the Empire’s most valuable assets to their deaths for the sake of a fortress of little worth. Especially when it spawns a rebellion that will require more legions and more gold to quell, at which point the Senate will most likely offer the governorship of Bardeen to someone other than yourself.”

      “Why you little—”

      Grypus swung his fist, catching Marcus in the mouth, one of the man’s rings slicing his bottom lip. Pain lanced across his face, but he’d experienced far, far worse, so he only looked down at the little man before him. “My duty is to give you the best advice to achieve the Empire’s goals, Proconsul. But the decision of what to do is not mine to make.”

      “A small mercy,” Grypus hissed. “Else I’d forever be remembered as the man who sat on his ass and starved children rather than as one who fought for his prize with blood and steel.”

      You’ve never fought for anything in your life, Marcus thought, but he only nodded. “I await your orders.”

      Grypus turned on Hostus. “I want this fortress mine before winter. See it done.”

      Hostus smiled and nodded, then said, “Marcus, since you’ve voiced your advice on this matter, perhaps you might direct your prodigious mind to the troubles in the followers’ camp. I’m told the whores are hungry and they are little good to my men if they starve to death.”

      “Yes, sir.” Marcus saluted him, then turned on his heel and strode out of camp.
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      “My voice is the Senate’s voice.” Agrippa lowered his tone to imitate that obnoxious tit Grypus. “My fist is the Senate’s fist.” Then he laughed. “Apparently the Senate punches like a ten-year-old girl.”

      Marcus spit a mouthful of blood into the mud, then looked sideways at him. “Would you at least curb your tongue until we’re out of earshot?”

      Shrugging, Agrippa gave his commander a saucy grin. “I’m afraid my humor refuses to be so constrained, sir. It bursts forth like the bosoms of a barmaid in a too-tight dress.”

      “Your humor is going to be the death of you. And me.” Marcus wiped at his chin, then frowned at the blood on his hand.

      “You all right?” Felix asked. “Do you need to go to medical?”

      Agrippa eyed the Thirty-Seventh’s tribunus, wary that Marcus’s second might decide to turn on his heel and beat that jackass of a proconsul bloody, regardless of consequences. Felix loved Marcus like life and was protective of him at the best of times. With Marcus bleeding like a stuck pig and Grypus appearing ready to send them all to their deaths to get his fortress, these were not the best of times. “He’s fine, Felix. That was more slap than punch and if not for the fact that Grypus wears more baubles than his wife, it wouldn’t even have left a mark. I bet that it hurts less than the time that old woman nearly knocked him out cold with a single punch. You remember that, sir?”

      “Agrippa,” Marcus’s voice was weary, “I got punched by a grandmother because she mistook me for the legionnaire who’d been kissing her granddaughter behind a cowshed. A legionnaire that happened to be you. Of course I remember.”

      “It was hilarious.”

      “It wasn’t. It hurt.”

      “If it wasn’t funny then why do all the men still talk about it?” He grinned, elbowing Marcus in the side. “Besides, I heard the milkmaid made up for it later.”

      Wiping more blood from his chin, Marcus looked at him. “That’s not true. I swear half of what comes out of your mouth is complete bullshit, Agrippa. It makes it hard to take you seriously.”

      “Says the legatus who keeps getting punched in the face by old people.” He took a few skipping steps. “And, because I refuse to let a day go by without reminding you, the legatus who got shot in the face by Bardenese rebels while taking a shit.”

      The wound Marcus had taken a few weeks ago from said incident was healing well, but it would still leave a scar across the golden skin of his cheek. Sadly, it would probably only make him better looking, which was incredibly unfair. The Prodigy of Lescendor was famous enough as it was.

      “If you remind me one more time, I’ll demote you so I never have to see your obnoxious face,” Marcus muttered, but Agrippa caught the glint of humor in his blue-grey eyes, and to his left, even Felix was grinning, the tension fading.

      For now.

      Everything Marcus had said to Grypus was true, but that didn’t mean it was how it would go. And it was better to laugh than to consider that very soon, the Thirty-Seventh might be hurling itself against Hydrilla’s walls, arrows and burning pitch raining down on their heads, catapults shattering their ranks with rock. That half of the young men that he’d known since he was seven years old would be broken corpses on the fortress’s slopes, their names soon to be forgotten.

      And for what?

      So that patrician prick could take over the governorship of the region, lining his pockets with taxes taken from the conquered Bardenese? So that he could make a fortune selling off the indentures of those who survived the taking of the fortress? So he could return to Celendrial and march through the streets in triumph despite having never lifted a blade? It was the Thirty-Seventh who deserved the triumph and glory, who deserved statues of their faces carved and placed in positions of honor in the Forum.

      Except what difference did that make if they weren’t alive to see them?

      As though sensing his train of thought, Marcus said, “I know you need no reminders, but keep Grypus’s words to yourself. No need for the men to bear that burden until they have to.”

      Which really meant: No need to give them time to wonder if deserting is the better option. There had never been a deserter from the Thirty-Seventh, but then again, they had never had a man like Grypus cracking the whip at their heels.

      It made Agrippa feel powerless. And keeping it from the rest of the legion, many of whom were his friends, made him feel like a liar. “My lips are sealed. So, off to followers’ camp then, sir?”

      Marcus nodded.

      Raising his hands above his head, Agrippa clapped them. “An escort! We need an escort! Time to go on a walkabout!”

      “Agrippa…” Felix made a face. “Could you not?”

      Probably, but given that those in earshot—mostly Thirty-Seventh who looked dead weary from weeks of digging—grinned, Agrippa had no regrets. Nine of his men, which included his closest friends, Yaro, Quintus, and Miki, moved closer, forming up around their officers as they approached the high wall of the camp.

      Made from the towering redwoods Bardeen was famed for, the wall was thick and heavily fortified, the men standing atop it surveying the surrounding land with watchful eyes. After the incident where Marcus had been shot in the face by a rebel in a tree, Hostus had the Thirty-Seventh cut the forest back an extra hundred yards, the valuable lumber then transported to the coast where it could be sold. Grypus pocketed the profits even as the Bardenese wept, for they believed the trees grew from the spirits of their ancestors.

      As the gates swung open, it was to reveal ground barren of anything but stumps, mud, and dead grass. No cover for anyone to ambush them, but Agrippa still felt his hackles rise. A glance backward revealed several of the Twenty-Ninth standing on the wall, gazes feral as they watched them move down the path. One of them lifted a crossbow and pointed it at them. Agrippa blew him a kiss, then turned back to the path leading down to followers’ camp.

      Nearly as big as the legion camp itself and containing close to two thousand civilians, the slum of derelict tents and ramshackle structures made of deadfall were filled with the men and women who followed after the Twenty-Ninth Legion, providing them services in exchange for coin. Primarily paid company and those who pandered to vice, offering up endless selections of moonshine and narcotics, but there were also laundresses and cobblers and seamstresses and people who could do whatever it was a man needed done but didn’t feel like doing himself.

      It was good, reliable coin, which was why so many followed, but coin meant little when there were no food and supplies to be purchased. All food and supplies transported to Hydrilla went straight to the legion camp. Which meant thousands of people who were flush on coin yet slowly starving to death, the trek back to civilization too dangerous for most to consider.

      Crossing the bridge that had been built over the small river between the two camps, they silently picked their way down the muddy slope into the camp. The cold fall winds did little to dispel the stench of latrines and woodsmoke and sweat that permeated the place, but there was something worse hanging in the air as they entered the maze of tents.

      “Corpse,” Agrippa muttered, the smell far too familiar to be mistaken for a rotting animal.

      “Corpses,” Felix corrected, wrinkling his nose. “And not recently dead. They’re living surrounded by rotting bodies.”

      Lifting his cloak to wipe at his bleeding lip, Marcus huffed out an aggrieved breath, though his expression was unmoved. Which Agrippa knew from experience meant nothing—there was a reason why, when he deigned to play, Marcus was an excellent gambler. “If pestilence strikes here it will strike us soon enough.”

      It already had. Fluxes and infections and funguses, along with the always problematic lice, had kept the medics busy, and Agrippa wanted to rip his helmet off to scratch his head just thinking about it.

      “You want the camp searched?” Felix asked, and Marcus gave a slight nod.

      “We’ll find contraband,” Agrippa warned him even as he watched a pair of women walk past, their faces gaunt and ashen, one of them coughing violently. Neither looked long for this world. “The Twenty-Ninth will extract their pound of flesh if we collect all the opiates.”

      “Turn a blind eye to anything that isn’t dead. If it is dead, bury it deep,” Marcus said. “And have Racker and the medics escorted down here so they can do a few rounds.”

      “Yes, sir,” Felix said. “I’ll have it done straight away.”

      He started back the way they’d come, and Agrippa raised two fingers. Gibzen and Yaro broke away from the group to ensure he made it back to camp unscathed. Felix could take care of himself, but more and more frequently, Thirty-Seventh boys caught alone were being roughed up by the Twenty-Ninth. While they hadn’t been bold enough to target an officer yet, Agrippa had no intention of allowing it to happen on his watch. Quintus and Miki moved to take their positions, eyes roving through the shadows, hunting for threats. Though they kept far enough back that he and Marcus could speak without being overheard.

      “We can’t feed them,” Marcus muttered, then shook his head. “But Grypus might be convinced to bring in more supplies if he can sell at an excessive markup.”

      “What difference does it make if we’ll be done here in a matter of weeks?” Agrippa asked, even as the thought rolled through his head, what difference will it make to us if we’re dead in a matter of weeks?

      “We’re not going to be gone before winter.” Marcus’s eyes fixed on him. “Grypus will come around. He’ll see that a frontal attack is folly and that there is more to gain from patience.”

      “I think you’re underestimating the lengths he’ll go to appease his own vanity,” Agrippa found himself retorting, then bit down on the insides of his cheeks.

      They’d been rivals during their schooling at Lescendor, but it had been Marcus who’d won the position of legatus of the newly minted Thirty-Seventh. For the sake of his own survival, Agrippa had—bloodied and on his hands and knees—sworn an oath to the other boy to give up any aspirations at command. Which meant staying silent on his opinions of politics and those involved with them. Yet he couldn’t help but mutter, “Bastard just wants a parade and doesn’t care if we all die so he can have it.”

      “He’s posturing. The Senate won’t stand for that sort of decision-making and he knows it. We’re too valuable to throw away on this pile of rocks in the middle of a forest.”

      “If you say so, sir,” Agrippa answered, never mind that he disagreed. Never mind that he thought Grypus entitled enough to believe he didn’t need to ask for permission. Or to beg for forgiveness if things went wrong. The proconsul was done with waiting for his glory.

      And there is nothing you can do about it. Obey or die. Obey or die. The refrain repeated over and over in his head.

      Marcus watched him for a long moment, his eyes seeing too much. He always had—even when they were children newly taken from their families to embark on their new lives as legionnaires, he’d seemed to see down into a person’s most hidden thoughts. And often used the information he learned to his advantage. Agrippa had always been convinced that the reason he was so good at it was that Marcus had secrets of his own to hide, though what they might be, he’d never discovered.

      “For once, Hostus and I are aligned,” Marcus said. “His power rests on the shoulders of the Twenty-Ninth and if he gets them all killed, he won’t have any power at all.”

      “Maybe the murderous prick will do us all a favor and silence Grypus for good. But more likely, he’ll send us against Hydrilla’s walls first and the Twenty-Ninth will walk over our corpses to take the fortress.”

      Marcus gave him a long stare, then said, “I won’t let that happen, and you know it. Now shall we continue?”

      They meandered through the camp, Marcus muttering under his breath about this and that, though Agrippa ignored him in favor of watching for threats. The rebels knew what Marcus looked like, and they’d tried to kill him before. And only a fool would believe they hadn’t infiltrated this camp.

      Ahead of them, Quintus walked past a gap between tents, but the moment he passed, a girl strode out with her head down. Which resulted in her walking straight into Marcus, her forehead bouncing off his breastplate.

      Blades were in hands in an instant and the girl let out a soft gasp of terror, dropping the buckets she carried and sending water spilling over Marcus’s feet. Agrippa immediately pushed between them, gladius up. For if there was one thing he knew, and knew well, it was that girls could slip a knife between a pair of ribs as well as any man. “If you’d step back, please.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she blurted out in accented Cel, then looked up at him.

      A jolt ran through Agrippa as he stared into wide brown eyes framed with thick lashes. The girl was so deeply and profoundly beautiful that he half wondered if he was seeing visions. Because something so lovely did not belong in this place of death and despair.

      “It’s fine,” Agrippa managed to answer, though her dousing a legion legatus in freezing river water was probably not fine. But Marcus was not Hostus, which meant he could be intensely annoyed about something and no one would ever know. “He’s not made of sugar.”

      A smile split the girl’s face, teeth white against the deep brown of her skin. Curling, dark strands of hair that had escaped her braid danced against her cheeks. She smelled of the soap the laundresses used, but also of forest; the scent of redwoods filled his nose as he inhaled.

      “It was an accident,” Marcus said from behind him in flawless Bardenese. “Think no more on it and carry about your business.”

      Agrippa heard the dismissal in Marcus’s tone, and the girl must have too, because her smile faltered.

      Sheathing his blade, Agrippa reached down to retrieve the fallen buckets, holding them out to her. “Sorry that you’ll have to make another trip.”

      “A fitting punishment for not watching where I walk,” she said, then nodded. “Apologies, again, Legatus. May the balance of your day see more fortune than this moment.”

      Agrippa doubted anything could be more fortuitous than having seen her, but Marcus only said, “Likewise,” then stepped around her and started walking away.

      Agrippa trailed after him, but not before casting a backward glance at the girl as she carried the buckets away, braid blowing sideways in the wind. “Did you see that?”

      “I presume you mean the girl, to which the answer is: obviously.”

      “I mean, did you see her?”

      Marcus sighed. “She was pretty enough, I suppose. But my feet are now very cold, so if we could please finish this task without further comments about laundresses, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Pretty enough? It’s no wonder Amarin picks your girls for you—you’ve got no taste.”

      “Agrippa…”

      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” Practice allowed him to turn his mind to the task at hand, his focus entirely on ensuring his commander’s safety. But as they returned to the legion camp, he saw Yaro approaching, the next shift following at his heels. Take over? Agrippa mouthed at his best friend.

      Yaro shrugged, then nodded before saluting Marcus. “Back to your tent, sir?”

      Agrippa slung his arms around Quintus and Miki’s shoulders, pulling them to a stop. “Plans for your leisure hours, boys?”

      “Cards,” Quintus answered even as Miki said, “Sleep.”

      Would they say that if they knew they might be dead before winter struck?

      “I’ve a better idea.” Turning their trio so their backs were to the gate, he started back toward followers’ camp. “Let’s get our laundry done.”
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      The bucket handles rattled in her grip as Silvara forced herself to maintain the slow plod of a downtrodden follower rather than sprinting to safety like every one of her instincts demanded.

      Some warrior you’d make, she silently berated herself. Just them looking at you has you shaking like a leaf—imagine how well you’d fare in a fight!

      Then a hand caught hold of her arm, jerking her sideways into one of the tents.

      “Well? Did he notice you?” Carina demanded. The rebel leader was a full head and shoulders taller than her, and as always, she loomed over Silvara with intent to intimidate. And as always, Silvara was tempted to tell her that given she was shorter than everyone it would take more than superior stature to make her nervous.

      Sucking in a deep breath, because Silvara would be damned if she’d allow Carina to hear a shake in her voice, she said, “I ran into him. Spilled the water, just as we planned it.”

      That she’d been so terrified she’d nearly vomited, Silvara kept to herself. Everyone knew the Empire’s legionnaires were quick to blows when they were angered, but this was war. Blows were to be expected.

      “And?”

      “And…” Her eyes skipped from Carina to Hecktor, another leader in Bardeen’s rebellion. She hated the anticipation she saw on their faces, because they’d been waiting weeks for this opportunity. And she was going to disappoint them. “And nothing. He was courteous and forgave me for soaking his feet. Then he told me to go about my business and they carried on. He saw me but he didn’t see me.”

      Carina’s brown eyes narrowed. “The conversation went on longer than that, Silvara.”

      “Yes, but not with the legatus. With one of his men.” Though calling them such was a lie, for the Thirty-Seventh were still boys no older than she was herself. Very dangerous boys, the fact of which she’d gotten a terrifying reminder. So quickly, they’d had their weapons in their hands, surrounding their commander, ready to kill at the slightest provocation. “He was a centurion, I think.”

      “The Thirty-Seventh’s primus,” Hecktor said. “Name’s Agrippa. Not one you’d want to pick a fight with—he’s a killer. Ours stay far clear of his patrols.”

      Unbidden, memory of his hazel eyes flashed across her vision. Despite the gladius in his hand, there’d been no threat in them. Only wariness. Then curiosity. And then…

      “Catching the eye of one of his men does us no good, you idiot girl!” Carina threw up her hands. “And we’re running out of time.” Reaching forward to grip Silvara’s shoulders hard, she added, “Your family is running out of time.”

      Because her father and brother, both rebel warriors, were trapped in Hydrilla. And like everyone else in that damned fortress, they were starving.

      For weeks now, the fortress had been sending up signals with smoke that spoke to the direness of circumstances within the city. Begging their fellow rebels to help. To rally and attack the legions from the rear. To do something, anything, because to surrender would mean being forced into indenture and to continue to hold out meant almost certain death.

      Except the rebels had been hard hit this past year with the presence of six Empire legions in Bardeen. Attacking these two from the rear would only net casualties, so the rebels had attempted different tactics. Carina and Hecktor had infiltrated the legions’ civilian followers in an attempt to discover information that might help the fortress but had learned little. So when Silvara had arrived, having run away from her mother’s home on the coast in the hopes of joining the cause, they’d decided to try a different tactic.

      “I’ll find a way to run into him again,” she said. “I’ll dress differently. Change my hair. I’ll try harder.”

      “The boy’s no fool,” Carina scoffed. “If he thinks you’re trying to get into his bed, he’ll be suspicious of everything you say. Every action you make. This was our one chance and you failed. When Hydrilla falls beneath the Empire’s heels, the blame will be cast at your feet.”

      “Easy, Carina,” Hecktor said. “It was always a plan with little chance for success. Silvara is not at fault.”

      She was to blame. But so were they, because it had been a flawed plan to begin with. “Maybe next time you’ll see the merit of putting a knife in my hand instead of buckets,” she snapped back. “I was so close! I could have done it!”

      Carina snorted. “Says the girl who doesn’t know the first thing about fighting and who has never killed a man.”

      A fault not her own given she’d been forbidden to learn. And it was a weakness Silvara was erasing, for she took every opportunity to watch the legions train. Practiced their forms in her tent and when she was alone in the woods foraging. “You doubt my resolve? The lives of my father and brother are at stake, Carina. I wouldn’t hesitate.”

      The rebel leader opened her mouth, but Hecktor beat her to it. “Your commitment is appreciated, Silvara. But while the loss of their legatus would be a blow to the Thirty-Seventh, it would solve none of our problems. It is the Twenty-Ninth’s legatus, Hostus, who commands this siege. And the only impact Marcus’s death would net is a promotion for his second. What we need is information from the inside.”

      She knew that. Spirits help her, but she knew. And yet to strike a blow…

      He waved a hand at her. “Go about your business, girl. If we have further need of you, we will come to you.”

      Eyes burning with anger and shame, Silvara lifted her buckets and exited the tent, heading to the river. Because even if she was useless to the cause, she still needed to eat. Which meant she still needed to work. Which meant going back to scrubbing filth from the tunics and undergarments of her enemy, the smell of their sweat thick on her nose.

      Exiting the camp, she kicked a rock and cursed loudly, watching as it rolled down the slope into the frigid river, where the water was turbid and white as it flew toward the drop a hundred paces away. The roar of the waterfall was loud even from a distance, and she’d been warned more than once that to go over would mean almost certain death. Especially given she couldn’t swim.

      Just one of her many limitations.

      Kicking another rock, she muttered a curse she’d heard one of the legionnaires use, her nails digging into her palms. Her dream was to fight alongside her father and brother, but they’d refused to teach her because they believed her too small. Too weak. Had instead sent her and her mother to work in a legion fortress on the southern coast, arguing that taking legion gold to fund the rebel cause was a fine thing.

      Silvara knew the truth. The work was steady and safe and allowed Silvara to learn the Cel language as well as their ways. Except that only mattered if Bardeen finally conceded defeat, accepting its lot as an Empire province rather than a free nation. Which wasn’t a concession she was willing to make.

      A trio of Twenty-Ninth passed, one of them whistling at her while the others laughed, and she wanted to turn around and spit at their feet. Wanted to snatch up one of their weapons and run them through, then to stand, watching them bleed out onto the ground they’d stolen from her people. I hate you! she silently screamed as she did none of those things. As she kept walking, her head down. I wish death upon you all!

      And she intended to see it done, no matter what Carina or Hecktor said. She’d find a way.

      Reaching the banks of the river, Silvara set one of her buckets on the ground, then gingerly picked her way toward the edge, the worn soles of her boots slipping and sliding on the ice. She lowered the bucket into the churning water, clenching her teeth as it soaked her hands, the force of it nearly pulling her off balance.

      The bucket filled in a few seconds, and she heaved, trying to lift the heavy water. Her arms, weak from weeks of little food, trembled, the bucket caught in the current. It tugged her forward, and she sucked in an alarmed breath, equal parts terrified of falling in and of losing a tool of her trade she couldn’t afford to replace.

      “I don’t think so,” she said between her teeth, putting her back into it.

      Then her foot slipped on the ice.

      Silvara shrieked as she pitched forward, but before she hit the deadly water, hands caught her around the waist, hauling her back. She landed on her bottom on the bank, her fingers still clamped around the handle of her bucket, frigid water spilling over her legs and boots.

      “It’s a bit of a chilly day for a swim, don’t you think?” a male voice asked in Cel. And when she looked up, it was to find herself staring into the hazel eyes of the Thirty-Seventh Legion’s primus.
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      She was even prettier than he’d remembered.

      Smiling as she stared up at him, he said, “I personally prefer a steaming hot tub and lavender-scented soap, but perhaps you’ve a stiffer constitution than I do.”

      “I could have told you that, Agrippa,” Quintus called from farther up the bank. “You’re the only one in camp who needs warm wash water.”

      “And that is why I’m the only one who doesn’t stink,” he retorted. “Soap lathers better in warm water. Isn’t that true?” He turned his face back to her. “Tell them and maybe they’ll change their habits. We share a tent, so you’d be doing me a significant favor.”

      “Yes.” Her voice was wary. “It’s true.”

      “I do love to be proven right.” He held out his hand, watching as she hesitated before taking it, her skin icy cold against his. Already she was shivering violently, the thin wool of her dress and her worn boots soaked with river water. The wind howled past them, and despite having a thick, fur-lined cloak, he felt the chill as he helped her up the slippery slope.

      “You should get your water farther upstream where it doesn’t run as fast.” He took the bucket from her and filled it, as well as the other. “On the far side of the bridge.”

      “Good advice.” Her teeth chattered so hard he could scarcely understand her. “My gratitude…” She trailed off, then said, “I don’t know what I should call you.”

      “We can offer you some suggestions,” Quintus said, and Agrippa flipped his middle finger at his friend before saying, “Agrippa. Those jackasses are Quintus and Miki. They’re a bit simple, so feel free to disregard anything they say as total drivel.”

      “Well met, Agrippa.” She gave him a strained smile, then reached out to take the buckets from him. Though how she intended to carry them all the way back to the camp, he didn’t know. Not only was she tiny, but like most of those living in the followers’ camp, she showed signs of starvation, and being currently underfed himself, he knew how it sapped strength.

      “We’re going that way anyway,” he said. “I can carry them for you.”

      She looked away, but he didn’t miss the flash of annoyance in her eyes. Like she hated the suggestion that she couldn’t do it, which he respected. Then she said, “You can’t carry wash water for me.”

      “Why?” he demanded. “You think I’m incapable of it? I know I’m running a bit lean these days, but that still hurts.”

      “That’s not what I…” She trailed off, large brown eyes fixing on Quintus and Miki, who were howling with laughter. Then she rounded on him, teeth clattering as she said, “You’re mocking me!”

      “It’s only mocking if it has cruel intent.” Agrippa rocked on his heels, trying not to grin. “Of course, if you really want to carry them, we will leave you to the task. Your call…”

      She hesitated, then said, “Silvara.”

      That it was a name nearly as lovely as her face was the first thought that came to his mind, but Agrippa bit his tongue and waited in silence while she considered the offer.

      Silvara tucked her hands under her armpits, then looked him slowly up and down as though she weren’t freezing to death before saying, “I suppose you might manage it. Walk quickly, though. I’ve washing to do.”

      “Yes, domina.” His heart skipped faster when she laughed, the sound as pure as the silver windchimes the Bardenese hung in the redwoods.

      With Quintus and Miki trailing after them, they walked to the camp, passing a group of the Twenty-Ninth, who all lifted their eyebrows but mercifully said nothing. Although Agrippa had no doubt that word he’d been carrying laundry buckets would circulate through camp and that he’d hear about it from Marcus. And that what he’d hear would be something like, You are an officer of the Thirty-Seventh. Conduct yourself accordingly. As though Agrippa had conducted himself according to much of anything a day in his life.

      “Where did you learn to speak Cel?” he asked, sweat beading on his spine, because the buckets were heavier than he cared to admit.

      “I grew up in the town surrounding Illici,” she answered, naming the legion fortress on the coast. “One doesn’t get far if one doesn’t learn the Empire’s tongue, especially since the Cel don’t deign to learn ours.”

      “I speak some.” In truth, he spoke Bardenese fluently, but he’d done enough spying over the years that the fact wasn’t something he’d admit freely.

      “Only some?” Her gaze remained fixed on the path ahead of them. “That’s disappointing.”

      “Why’s that? Do you have secrets to tell me that don’t translate?”

      Silvara huffed out an amused breath, though it had a sharp edge to it. “No. It’s only that you look to have some of my country’s blood in you.”

      It was forbidden to talk about what came before the legion. All second-born sons of the Empire were delivered to the gates of the fabled legion school the year they turned seven. To do otherwise was treason that saw parents hanging from the gallows. No one was exempt. Not even the sons of senators. Especially not the bastard sons of senators.

      “I was born the day I walked through the gates of Campus Lescendor,” he intoned, repeating the phrasing they’d all been forced to repeat a thousand times to drill all thoughts of family and friends and the past from their heads. “The Empire is my father and my mother. The men of the Thirty-Seventh are my brothers. I am a legionnaire.”

      She didn’t answer. Only kept walking.

      The handles of the buckets cut into his palms as he warred with whether to risk saying more for the sake of keeping her interest. Especially as they passed into the camp, people around them on all sides. “I was born in Celendrial. My mother never spoke Bardenese to me, so what I know, I learned elsewhere.”

      “Do you remember her?”

      “No.” A lie, because he did remember his mother. Remembered her large brown eyes and long dark hair. Remembered the sweet sound of her voice when she’d sang to him. Remembered how he’d screamed and cried for her when his father’s men had taken him away, dumping him without ceremony at Lescendor’s gates. “But I’ve been hit on the head a lot, so my memory isn’t the best.”

      They reached the large tent where the laundresses worked together, and he passed Silvara the buckets. “You better carry these in. I don’t do this for just anyone and I don’t want to stir up jealousy. Dissension in the ranks is never good.”

      One dark eyebrow rose. “In the ranks of laundresses?”

      “To underestimate them, and the destruction they might cause, would be folly. I will not be the cause of the Thirty-Seventh having to march naked.”

      “A valid point. Winter is coming.” Taking the buckets from him, Silvara marched into the tent. Agrippa started to follow, but Quintus caught hold of his wrist, pulling him back.

      “You’ve had your fun,” his friend said. “Let’s go back to camp.”

      That was the last thing he wanted to do. To sit in the damp around a campfire, knowing that it was only a matter of time until Grypus had his way. Having to keep that information to himself while surrounded by his men. By his friends… “You two go. I’ll come back in a bit.”

      Quintus and Miki exchanged looks, the latter pulling off his helmet to scrub a hand through his short red hair, freckles bright against his pale skin. “That’s not a good idea, Agrippa. This is the Twenty-Ninth’s territory. They catch us messing around with their followers—especially the pretty ones—and we’ll pay for it.”

      “The Twenty-Ninth can kiss my ass.” He was sick of being stuck under their control. Sick of the older legion dragging them down when they were supposed to be teaching them how to survive. “You two do what you want. I’m getting my laundry done.”

      Turning his back on them, Agrippa stepped into the dim interior, the smell of lye soap slapping him in the face.

      “Take a wrong turn, boy?” an old woman with a face like a prune asked, emaciated arms plunging up and down into a washtub filled with crimson fabric.

      “He needs his clothes washed.”

      Silvara reappeared from the entrance at the opposite side of the tent, and Agrippa caught sight of a small fire burning precious fuel, a kettle over top. She was still shivering violently, which was no wonder given it was almost as cold within as without. He opened his mouth to say that needs was a strong word that implied he was dirtier than he was, but the old woman said, “He’s Thirty-Seventh, girl. They do their own washing.”

      “His coin spends as well as the Twenty-Ninth’s,” Silvara replied. “So quit griping, Agnes.”

      “Oh, ho!” The ancient Bardenese woman cackled. “Silvara’s got fire on her tongue today. All right, boy. You want your clothes washed, hand them over.”

      The realization that he’d not thought this plan through dawned on him, but he was committed now. Agrippa unfastened his cloak and swung it around Silvara’s shoulders, covering her like a tent. “If you could hold this for a moment.”

      She frowned, but he didn’t fail to notice how she pulled it tight across her chest. Or how her shivers ceased.

      The eight women in the room—each old enough to be his grandmother—stopped their scrubbing, smiles rising on their faces as he unbuckled his armor and carefully put it aside.

      “You’re putting on quite the show, boy,” Agnes said. “Maybe we should be paying you.”

      “Consider it a gift.” His cheeks were starting to burn, but he caught the hems of both the tunics he was wearing and pulled them upward and over his head. “A ray of sunshine on this dreary day.”

      Agnes only whistled at him.

      Freed of the garments, he found Silvara standing in front of him holding out a hand. “Give them over, then.”

      Staring at the fabric, which was marked with sweat and dirt and what looked suspiciously like blood, Agrippa decided that this had not only been a bad plan, but potentially his worst ever. “Ahh, no. I’m afraid I’m really rather particular, so I’m going to err on the side of experience. Agnes, would you do me the honor?”

      He held out the garment, but the old woman only pursed her lips and shook her head. “I’m busy. We’re all busy, ’cept the girl. Give it to her.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” His teeth started to chatter. “Some of those stains are stubborn and they’ll require skill.” He eyed the old woman’s arms, once again engaged plunging a garment up and down in the tub. “And…vigor. A quality you seem to have an abundance of, Agnes.”

      “Such a sweet boy.” Agnes grinned, revealing teeth that were rotting where they weren’t missing. “Must still have some of my charm. All right, I’ll do it. But it will cost you double.”

      Given he’d lost most of his money playing dice the prior night, Agrippa winced but nodded, digging the coins out of his belt pouch and handing them over.

      “Now give me the rest of it.”

      “Rest of what?”

      “Your clothes, you daft child.” Agnes cast her eyes skyward. “Mercy, Silvara, but looks only go so far—this one’s a simpleton if I’ve ever met one. You could do better.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Silvara agreed, and Agrippa turned in time to watch a smile grow on her face, her fingers burrowed into the fur of his cloak. “But he does have a few charms.”

      Agrippa felt his heart speed a little faster, the thought of keeping that smile on her face worth potentially freezing his balls off. He unfastened the armor buckled over his shins and dropped it onto the pile with the rest, then pulled off his footwear. Hooking his thumbs over the woolen leggings he reluctantly wore in this cursed cold province, he tugged them off, and handed them to Agnes, his whole face on fire.

      “It’s a bit brisk,” she said, giving him a grin and dropping his clothes into her washtub.

      “Would you like your cloak, Agrippa?” Silvara asked. “While you wait?”

      “No need.” His teeth were chattering so hard he swore he was going to crack them. “I’m quite comfortable, thanks.”

      The women all cackled loudly as he retreated, leaning against a tent pole, watching the old woman do a far better job at his laundry than he ever did. She hung his clothes up to dry near the fire, which sadly raised another lack of foresight in this dreadful plan. “I’m not sure I really thought this through.”

      “You did not.” Agnes patted his cheek as she passed. “But who could blame you? Silvara, take mercy on the poor lad.”

      He heard Silvara laugh, the sound filling his ears and drowning out anything else, but as he turned to look at her, three of the Twenty-Ninth stepped into the laundresses’ tent. And at their head was Carmo.

      Agrippa scowled at the sight of the older primus, who only had the title because he was Hostus’s dog. Technically, Agrippa was supposed to be training under the older soldier, but given that the first lesson Carmo had given him was to break both of Agrippa’s wrists, he typically avoided the other man like the plague.

      One of the laundresses rose, her eyes wide. “Your clothing isn’t dry yet, dominus. Another hour—”

      “You think I’ve an hour to wait around, you lazy old hag!” Carmo kicked a washtub, flipping it over and spilling water everywhere. Then he threw an armload of dirty laundry at her. “Get me something clean, now!”

      “Yes, dominus.”

      The woman scuttled from the tent, and Carmo, turning to talk to his cronies, spotted Agrippa. “Why are you naked?” he demanded.

      Stretching, Agrippa said, “Agnes here is an artist. And I am her muse.”

      “Her what?”

      “Her muse,” Agrippa repeated. “Don’t worry, sir, no one will ever use the word to describe you.”

      Carmo’s mud-brown eyes regarded him with all the intelligence of a cow as he tried to determine whether he’d been insulted, eventually muttering, “Obnoxious Thirty-Seventh shit.”

      Beyond, Silvara had wisely discarded Agrippa’s cloak behind a pile of laundry, but as she rose, the motion caught Carmo’s eye. “Hello, pretty.”

      “Dominus.” Silvara lowered her head, but Agrippa saw the hate in her eyes. The way her hands balled into fists like she intended to pick a fight, though to do so would be lunacy.

      “This isn’t the tent you should be working in.” Carmo stepped closer to her, leering. “How’s about we escort you to a place better suited for someone with a face like yours.”

      Shit.

      Spotting the other laundress reappearing with a stack of folded garments, Agrippa said loudly, “You should really charge him double, love. I’ve no doubt it took twice the time.”

      Carmo turned to glare at him. “What are you blathering on about, Agrippa?”

      “Well, everyone knows about your lack of fastidiousness when visiting the latrines.”

      From the look on the laundresses’ faces, they had also noticed. But they were also taking advantage of the distraction to shove Silvara out the back of the tent.

      “My lack of what?” Carmo’s hands balled into fists, his skin purpling.

      “Fastidiousness. It means—”

      “I’ve no interest in lessons from you!” Carmo roared the words. “Just like I’ve no interest in your disrespect. Hostus is going to hear—”

      “Oh yes, I would like to be a fly on the tent wall for that conversation.” Adopting a low growling tone, he said, “Agrippa disrespected me, sir.” And then in a posh officer’s voice, he added, “What did he say this time, Carmo?” Another growl, “Told the laundresses I don’t wipe my ass after I shit, sir.”

      “You little…”

      Carmo lunged, fists flying, but Agrippa had already moved.

      He hooked the bigger man’s leg as he went past, sending him sprawling. But where he’d been given little in the way of brains, Carmo had been gifted mightily in brawn. Trapped by the other men, Agrippa had no room to move and Carmo caught him by the ankle. They went down in a twisting mass of arms and legs, Carmo clipping him in the cheek even as Agrippa kicked him in the knee, grinning as the man cursed.

      But then the other men dogpiled him, fists flying, and his forearms ached as he blocked blow after blow. Carmo rose, drawing back a foot with the intent of kicking Agrippa in the ribs, but before he could, Quintus and Miki exploded into the tent.

      “You stayed!” Agrippa shouted as Quintus slammed into Carmo’s side, sending him toppling into a washtub. “My truest of true friends.”

      “You owe us!” Miki snarled, arm around one of the men’s necks, choking him out. “For this, and for making us listen to you flirt.”

      “Add it to my tab.” Agrippa spit blood into the face of the third man, then balled up his fist and went to work.
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      “You all right?”

      Marcus turned from his appraisal of Hydrilla to find Felix coming along the top of the camp wall toward him. His second had his helmet off, the sun reflecting off his dark blond hair, his blue eyes furrowed with concern. “Cluck, cluck,” he said by way of answer. And when Felix cast his eyes skyward, he added, “You mother me worse than Amarin, although at least he can honestly claim it’s one of his duties.”

      Amarin had been gifted to Marcus by the Senate when he’d been sworn in as legatus of the Thirty-Seventh. Given Marcus had been only twelve at the time, Amarin had seen his role not just as a servant, but as a surrogate parent. Marcus’s protests that he needed no such attention had fallen on deaf ears, and over the years, he’d given up trying to temper Amarin’s behavior. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him: A split lip isn’t going to kill me.”

      “Grypus deserves a beating.” Felix leaned against the railing next to him, elbow bumping against Marcus’s. “Of all the senators we’ve been saddled with, he’s the most obnoxious.”

      “Hostus might oblige him if he isn’t careful.” Marcus rubbed at his temples, a headache setting in. “Though having a proconsul murdered in our camp would not improve our circumstances.”

      “Unless Hostus was convicted for the crime,” Felix said. “Then our circumstances might improve greatly.”

      “He’d make it look like it was rebels or an accident. The Senate would give him the harsh side of its tongue for allowing it to happen, and life would carry on. Hostus doesn’t get caught.”

      Which they knew all too well.

      After the Thirty-Seventh had graduated from Campus Lescendor, they’d been assigned to the Twenty-Ninth to complete their training under Legatus Dareios. Dareios had been clever and fair and Marcus had learned a great deal from him. But not long after they’d joined the older legion, Dareios was found skinned and staked out in the snow, his eyes and tongue missing, and his escort, which included his second- and third-in-command, all hanging from trees.

      The murder had been blamed on a crime syndicate the legions had been in the process of bringing to heel. All of the members were rounded up and hanged, but everyone knew the truth. Knew the truth as Hostus rose from primus to legatus, replacing every officer in the Twenty-Ninth with his feral dogs and turning them loose on anyone who didn’t fall to command. Marcus especially knew the truth, because Hostus had made him watch as he’d eaten Dareios’s eyes and tongue after the Senate had ratified his command of the Twenty-Ninth, promising Marcus the same treatment if he ever crossed him.

      But if the Senate knew the truth, they didn’t so much as blink; it mattered little to them who stood at the helm as long as the legion delivered results.

      And with Hostus holding a knife to the Thirty-Seventh’s throat, Marcus had spent the last three years ensuring the Senate was never disappointed.

      Pulling his eyes from the fortress, he watched as his men dragged corpses from the tunnel they’d spent months digging under Hydrilla’s walls. The Bardenese had already barricaded it with debris, though they must have lost dozens doing it with the poisonous smoke they’d choked the tunnel with still in the air.

      Surrender, he silently willed those patrolling the towering fortress walls. This is a war you cannot win.

      “Sir!”

      A shout from below caught their attention, both of them turning to look down into camp, where one of Agrippa’s men, Uther, stared up at them. “Your presence is required, sir,” he shouted. “There’s been an incident at followers’ camp.”

      “What sort of incident?”

      Uther looked away, rolling his shoulders uncomfortably. “A brawl, sir. Between Thirty-Seventh and Twenty-Ninth. Those involved are being brought back now.”

      “This day grows worse with every passing minute,” he muttered under his breath, then strode to the steps leading down to the camp, Felix on his heels.

      Uther led them through the camp, though Marcus could’ve found his way to the source of the problem based on sound alone, as insults flew back and forth between the two sides. The crowd of onlookers parted for him and Felix, revealing six bloody and battered legionnaires.

      One of which was Agrippa, who, for reasons unknown, wasn’t wearing any clothes.

      “Sir,” he said, teeth chattering as he saluted, Quintus and Miki doing the same where they flanked him. “Sorry to drag you away from your business. Was just a friendly squabble.”

      That friendly squabble had left all three of them with swelling eyes and split lips, Miki’s nose streaming blood. Obviously having fought naked, Agrippa had taken the worst of it, his sides marked with red blotches that would turn to impressive bruises and his swollen knuckles dripping blood.

      Which explained the state of the other three.

      Two of the Twenty-Ninth were sitting in the dirt, eyes glazed, faces swollen and bleeding. Primus Carmo was standing, but his nose was broken and he clutched what looked like a fractured wrist. If it weren’t for the fact that this was going to cause him incredible grief, Marcus would have been rather proud that his men, despite being smaller and years younger, had dominated the brawl. “Get him something to wear before he loses anything critical to frostbite.”

      Though on second thought, losing that particular part might prevent a repeat incident, for Marcus could easily guess why Agrippa was naked. He had a way with girls, and if Marcus were a betting man—which he was—he’d say that the girl who’d dumped water on his feet hadn’t resisted Agrippa’s charms for very long.

      Someone handed Agrippa a tunic and cloak, and he mercifully managed to get them on before Hostus appeared. The legatus took one look at the scene, then spit in the dirt in front of the injured men. “If you’re going to brawl with the stupid little shits, at least win the fight. This is an embarrassment.”

      Underneath the blood and bruises, Carmo purpled with anger, and Marcus struggled not to wince. “They jumped us, sir.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Marcus saw Quintus open his mouth, but Agrippa kicked him in the ankle. Unfortunately, Hostus saw it, too. “You saying it happened differently?”

      “Couldn’t rightly say, sir,” Agrippa answered. “Took a few knocks to the head and everything is a bit foggy. Last thing I remember clearly was getting my laundry done.”

      Hostus narrowed his eyes, then looked to Carmo.

      The older primus made a face. “Weird little bastard was sitting naked in the laundresses’ tent.”

      “They can’t wash your clothes while you’re wearing them, apparently,” Agrippa said. “Learn something new every day.”

      Marcus ground his teeth even as Hostus snarled at Agrippa, “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I appreciate your concern, sir. Thanks for inquiring.” Agrippa gave Hostus an earnest smile. “It was a fungus, but Racker dosed me with one of his smelly tonics, told me to be more cautious of my company, and now I’m right as rain.” He glanced at his knuckles. “Mostly.”

      “Rutting idiots.” Hostus’s color was rising. “Carmo, what did he do? And if you lie to me again, I’ll have the skin stripped from your hide.”

      And he meant it.

      Carmo’s face drained of color. “He disrespected me, sir. Couldn’t let it stand.”

      “What did he say?”

      Carmo’s eyes moved over the crowd of onlookers. “He…he told the laundresses that I should pay more.”

      Marcus bit down hard on the insides of his cheeks, seeing where this was going. And wanting to slap Agrippa up the side of the head for running his mouth. Again. But more than that, he wanted to scream at Hostus to just give out the punishment and be done with it, because the truth was going to make the situation a thousand times worse.

      “Maybe you should pay more,” Hostus snarled. “You’re twice the size of any man in the camp. And I fail to see how that’s disrespect.”

      “He…” Carmo took a step toward his legatus, but Hostus screamed, “You don’t get to whisper it in my ear, you fool! Spit it out or I’ll get my knives and carve the words out of you.”

      Terror filled the primus’s eyes and he blurted out, “He told the women I don’t wipe my ass.”

      Silence filled the camp for a heartbeat, then the crowd of men around them burst into laughter. Marcus lifted a hand and those of the Thirty-Seventh immediately silenced, but the damage was done. Now all he could do was try to keep Hostus from murdering Agrippa where he stood. “Respectfully, sir, you yourself have taken issue with how badly Carmo stinks, so this shaming is only to your benefit given your own fastidiousness.”

      Hostus turned to stare at him, and Marcus was reminded of the dragons that the Empire used as its symbol. How the little reptiles would stare their prey down, deliberating whether they wanted to take a bite. But as much as he was a sadist, Hostus was equally a narcissist, and the flattery tempered his wrath.

      “Carmo, you and your men will have three lashes each,” the older legatus said. “And you will use this moment to contemplate your personal upkeep.” Then he pointed a finger at Marcus. “Deal with your men or I will. And if it’s me, I’ll cut out that one’s tongue.”

      Agrippa shifted uneasily, not even his bravado immune to Hostus’s threats, but Marcus only said, “I will deal with them accordingly, sir.” Then he motioned to the trio to follow, leading them deep into the Thirty-Seventh’s half of the camp.

      “Get Servius,” he said to Felix. “And keep everyone busy. I don’t need spectators.”

      Reaching the open ground in front of his own tent, he rounded on the three, who formed up in a neat line, backs straight.

      “Explain yourselves.”

      “With respect, sir,” Agrippa stepped forward, “Quintus and Miki didn’t cause the fight. They only came to my defense under my orders. I’m solely responsible for the brawl and punishment should fall on my shoulders.”

      Only two of the three statements were the truth, but Marcus allowed the lie to slide. “No.”

      Servius approached. The third most senior officer in the Thirty-Seventh, Servius hailed from the province of Atlia and also had the honor of being the biggest man in the legion. Tall and wide, his arms were the size of most men’s legs, and his chest was so broad he needed clothes and armor made specifically for him rather than the standard issue everyone else made do with. But for all his size, Servius was almost devoid of temper, nearly always to be found with a smile on his face.

      But not today.

      Today, he carried a bullwhip held loosely in one hand, displeasure written all over his brown-skinned face. This was one of his duties, but there wasn’t a man in the Thirty-Seventh that wasn’t aware exactly how little he enjoyed it.

      “Three lashes to each and half wages for the week.”

      “Give me the lashes, sir. And take the amount from my wages.”

      Typical. For as long as they’d known each other, Agrippa had sought reputation, his penchant for risk-taking driven by the desire for notoriety and, recently, the accolades that came from his name mentioned in missives to the Senate. But for all he sought fame and recognition, he had no tolerance for getting his men hurt in the process.

      Quintus and Miki both looked ready to argue, but Marcus held up a hand. “Your friends being punished for your choices will do more to prevent a repeat of this behavior than me giving you a dozen lashes.” And he needed Agrippa functional in the coming days, not laid up in the medical tent. “Now explain yourself.”

      “Nothing to explain, sir. I don’t like the bastard and I ran my mouth. Carmo and his men came at me, and I thought it better to give them a taste of Thirty-Seventh fists than to run away with our tails between our legs.”

      Another partial truth. Agrippa was a master at pushing those he disliked to the brink, but never past. “It was an idiot move. Already tensions between us and the Twenty-Ninth are high. You’ve gone and made them a hundred times worse. They’ll retaliate, and whatever happens is on you.”

      Agrippa’s jaw tightened. “Yes, sir.”

      Glancing at Servius, Marcus said, “Proceed.”

      The big legionnaire typically gave a speech about how miserable punishing men made him. How it was cruel of the perpetrators to put him in such a position. The speech was—given he was arguably the most beloved man in the legion—considered by many to be worse than the lash. But today he only watched silently as the trio stripped down, then motioned for Quintus to turn.

      Without preamble, Servius snapped the whip, the sound of it striking flesh turning Marcus’s mouth sour. Quintus hissed in pain but didn’t cry out for any of the blows as crimson stripes marred his back. Miki did the same. Then Servius moved on to Agrippa.

      Circling round so that he was facing him, Marcus said, “Your duty is to the Thirty-Seventh.”

      Crack.

      “Yes, sir,” Agrippa said between clenched teeth.

      “Your loyalty is to the Empire.”

      Crack.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And for the sake of your brothers, you will forsake all others.” Because he knew what Carmo had done to provoke Agrippa.

      Crack.

      They stared at each other, sweat running down Agrippa’s face to mix with the blood before dripping onto the muddy ground. But finally, the primus looked away. “Yes, sir.”

      “Go to medical and have yourselves seen to.” And before he lost control of the nausea rising in his stomach and puked his guts out in front of them, Marcus strode away. But as soon as he was out of sight, he heard the chant rising from the men.

      Agrippa.
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      Silvara’s stomach growled painfully and she paused in her work to drink a mouthful of tepid tea, hoping it would ease the sensation. She’d had a few mouthfuls of porridge before dawn and would see no more until this evening, the precious supply of grains she kept with her at all times nearly exhausted. Soon, she’d have to venture out into the wilds to forage, which, given there was every chance of coming across a legion patrol, was as terrifying as the prospect of starvation.

      Agnes came into the tent carrying the kettle, pausing to fill up Silvara’s cup before moving on to the other women. Agnes’s hands were red with chilblains from the inescapable cold and damp, and Silvara knew the old woman’s feet were bad enough that she was at risk of losing toes. She should be in a sturdy house next to a warm hearth, but Silvara knew the ancient rebel would never leave while Hydrilla was surrounded. Not with her comrades inside, including Silvara’s own father, whom she’d called friend for longer than Silvara had been alive. And certainly not while Silvara herself remained in this camp.

      As she watched, Agnes doubled over with a wet cough wracking her body. Hurrying to her side, Silvara took the kettle and filled Agnes’s own cup, pushing it into her hands even as guilt filled her. “You shouldn’t be here,” she murmured. “I’ll pay the next convoy to take you to Melitene and you can get work there.” The fortress was newly built and of Cel construct, which meant it would be warm and dry and full of endless men wishing to be served.

      Agnes spit into the dirt. “They’ll never hire an old hag like me. Unless,” she said slyly, “I came with a young thing like you.”

      “I can’t leave, Agnes. You know that. Not with my family trapped in those walls.”

      Taking a mouthful of tea, Agnes said, “Your father would be horrified to know you were here, girl. This wasn’t the life he wanted for you.”

      This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation, and irritation flickered through Silvara as she returned to her washtub. “It’s not his choice, it’s mine. And maybe if he hadn’t been so bent on protecting me, I might actually be able to do some good.”

      The old woman opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, Carina entered the tent, her eyes fixing on Silvara. “We’ve had a change of heart.”

      Silvara’s hands stilled in the washtub, anticipation filling her. “You’ll let me fight?”

      Carina huffed out an amused breath. “No. The primus might be of some use to us, and he’s clearly taken with you.”

      A sour taste filled Silvara’s mouth, and she didn’t answer. There were still signs of the brawl that had taken place yesterday—the ground a muddy soup from spilled washtubs, the canvas of the tent ripped in two places, and the splinters of a shattered bucket all mixed into the mess. She’d been pulled away before the brawl began, but she’d heard that it had been vicious and required an entire patrol of the Twenty-Ninth to pull the young men apart. That those involved had been dragged, bloody and cursing, back to the legion camp.

      And it had been because of her, even if that ugly bastard Carmo hadn’t realized it.

      “Hecktor has investigated further and learned that the primus is kept within the legatus’s circle of confidence, which means he’ll be privy to any plans they have to attack. Get close to him and learn what he knows.”

      That had been the reason she’d spoken to him yesterday—the hope he’d let something slip and that information would bring her back into Carina’s good graces. And that maybe the rebel leader would reconsider putting a weapon in her hand. “After what happened yesterday, the last thing he’ll want is anything to do with me.”

      Every laundress in the tent snorted except for Agnes, who gave Silvara a long look before saying, “It’s wrong of you to involve her this way, Carina. She’s only a girl.”

      Carina spit into the mud. “She’s the same age as the boys in the Thirty-Seventh, and the Senate spares not a thought for sending them to fight.”

      “You’ve sunk low indeed if the Senate is serving as your moral compass.” Agnes resumed her scrubbing, scrawny arms plunging in and out of the tub. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Silvara. This isn’t the Empire—we don’t force our children to serve.”

      Except she wanted to serve. Just not like this.

      “If our children don’t serve, very soon Bardeen will be the Empire,” Carina hissed, then twisted to catch hold of Silvara’s shoulders. “Your father and brother are in Hydrilla and they are starving. Do you mean to tell me that you’re getting cold feet because that boy took a few punches to spare your virtue?”

      It has nothing to do with that! “I—” Silvara started to say, but Carina wasn’t through.

      “He did it to impress you, you dumb girl! And not because he wants to court you and certainly not because he fancies taking a wife, but because he wants in your bed.” Carina’s lip curled up in disgust. “He’s a Cel legionnaire, and while he might use his pretty face and clever words to win you over rather than using force, he and Carmo want the exact same thing from you.”

      Silvara cringed, knowing full well what men like Carmo were capable of. Everyone in camp did.

      Seeing her reaction, Carina’s voice softened. “I know it’s hard, girl. But you have the chance to save our people. To be a hero to Bardeen and the rebel cause. Remember that and it will put steel in your heart.”

      What she wanted was steel in her hand.

      The wind chose that moment to blow, gusting the tent flaps open, and Agrippa stepped into the tent, backlit by the dawn light. “Agnes, but you are a sight for sore eyes!”

      He stood alone, one eye swollen nearly shut and his lip split, his knuckles bruised and scabbed. And Silvara doubted that was the extent of his injuries.

      “Not so pretty anymore,” Agnes said. “I’ll need to find new inspiration.”

      “That,” he leveled a finger at the old woman, “really hurts. I thought we had a connection, Agnes, but apparently your feelings are so fleeting that you’ll cast me aside rather than endure a couple weeks of me not at my finest.”

      Even with the bruises, he was easily one of the most attractive boys Silvara had ever laid eyes on, though she was loath to admit so about an Empire boy. Agnes had told her that the trio from the Thirty-Seventh had come out ahead in the brawl, and part of her wished she’d seen it.

      An even larger part of her wished she could have done the fighting herself.

      “I’m too old to wait on things,” Agnes said. “By the time your face heals, I might be dead.”

      Agrippa twitched, his smile falling away. But only for a heartbeat, then he grinned. “An outlook on life we share. Now on another note…”

      “You’re wanting your clothes?”

      “Patrols would be rather chilly without and my men already grow weary of my complaints.”

      A sharp pain in her ankle had Silvara looking sideways at Carina, who had kicked her, and the woman gave her a meaningful look. “I’ll get them,” she muttered, going to the laundry line. They wrote the men’s legion numbers in chalk on the garments, but she knew where they were because she’d hung them herself. Taking them down and then retrieving his cloak, which was folded on one of the shelves, she approached him.

      You’re going into battle, even if you aren’t carrying a sword, she told herself. Show some courage.

      Her heart hammered in her chest, her fingers cold though her cheeks flamed. Keeping her eyes fixed on the 37 on his breastplate, she handed his clothes to him, a shiver inexplicably running through her as their fingers brushed.

      “Thank you.”

      She managed a jerky nod, then rushed back to her washtub, blindly setting to work on the garments within.

      Coward, she silently chided herself. Can’t even look a boy in the eye.

      “Better put those on in here where it’s warm, lad,” Agnes said. “There’s a bitter wind today.”

      “If you want me to take my clothes off, Agnes, you need only ask.”

      “Hah!” was the old woman’s response, to which Agrippa laughed.

      Silvara forced her eyes to remain on the water, but she could hear the click of metal as he pulled off his armor on the opposite side of the tent.

      Don’t look.

      She lifted her head.

      He was in the process of pulling the woolen leggings the legionnaires wore over the muscular bottom that had been as much discussed as the brawl itself. Except that wasn’t where her eyes went but rather to the three livid lashes across his back.

      He’d been whipped.

      As if sensing her scrutiny, he turned his head, hazel eyes locking on hers. A flush rose to his cheeks and he swiftly bent to retrieve a tunic and pull it over his head. Donning the rest of his garments and armor with equal speed, he buckled his weapons and then stepped over to Agnes. “You do good work, lovely,” he said, handing her some coins. “And my apologies again for the trouble yesterday.” And without another word, he left the tent.

      “Go!” Carina pushed on Silvara’s shoulders. “Talk to him.”

      Given the speed of his departure, he’d obviously had his fill of her. But that meant she only needed to try harder. Lifting her skirts, Silvara hurried out of the tent, catching sight of his retreating form. “Agrippa!”

      He stopped and turned, ignoring the comments of his men waiting beyond, who nearly all appeared tremendously amused except for one, who stared at her with cold, flat eyes. “Did I forget something?”

      “No.” She slid to a stop in front of him, staring at his throat as her mind raced for words. Because he wasn’t a village boy who’d caught her eye, but her enemy. “I…I only wanted to thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For intervening on my behalf.” Just saying the words made her angry, because she hadn’t wanted him to defend her. She’d wanted to defend herself. “Carmo has a…a bad reputation in this camp. And I know you were punished for fighting, and I wanted you to know that I feel awful for causing the conflict.”

      “Oh, it had nothing to do with you.”

      That was the last thing she’d expected him to say. “But…”

      “Fighting over a girl is poor form but shaming a smelly unrepentant bastard like Carmo is worth a dozen lashes.”

      His voice was serious, yet as Silvara lifted her face, it was to find his eyes glinting with humor. “You’re mocking me again.”

      “Teasing, Silvara. And you keep falling for it.” He smiled, then winced and pressed fingers to his split lip. “I was keeping up a strong face to impress Agnes, but I’m in a world of pain.”

      Guilt flooded her. “I’m truly sorry, I—” Then he started laughing and she squeezed her eyes shut, cheeks burning. “Are you ever serious?”

      “I’m sure it’s happened once or twice.” His shoulders were shaking with mirth. “But it rarely gets me what I want.”

      Carina’s words repeated in her head: He and Carmo want the exact same thing from you. “What do you want?”

      “Agrippa!” one of the young men waiting shouted. “Let her kiss you and be done with it! We need to go!”

      A hundred retorts rose to her lips, but all ran counter to her cause. And as it was, she didn’t have a chance to voice any of them because Agrippa took a quick step back, holding up a hand in mock defense. “Banish the thought from your mind, Silvara. I am a virtuous young man and I can’t be seen kissing girls in shadowy alleyways. It would ruin my reputation.”

      Your reputation as a killer? she wanted to shout, but instead she lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Fear not, for being seen kissing an Empire boy with a reputation for having kissed half the girls in the camp’s brothel would ruin my reputation.”

      Inclining her head, she murmured, “Good day and good fortune to you, Primus.” Then she turned and started back toward the laundresses’ tent, praying to the spirits that she’d not misjudged how best to lure him in.

      “Wait!”

      Relief flooded her, though she kept walking.

      “Silvara!”

      Giving a sigh, she turned. “Yes?”

      Pulling off his helmet, Agrippa scrubbed a hand over his hair. “Do you play cards?”

      She lifted one eyebrow.

      “I suppose dice is out, then,” he muttered, then said, “Drink?”

      Given she needed to keep her temper in check, that seemed a poor plan. “Not with Empire boys.”

      “Wise.” He exhaled a slow breath, his eyes searching hers. “Do you want to…uhhh…talk?”

      “You want to talk?” She crossed her arms under her breasts, tilting her head. “I can’t say I trust your intentions, Agrippa.”

      “What if we invite Agnes?”

      He took a step closer and her heart flipped as he smiled. He’s your enemy! Quit allowing yourself to see him otherwise!

      “If I’m being honest,” he said, “all of this is just to make Agnes jealous so that she takes me back.”

      “Not until the bruises fade, boy! Your face looks like a cart drove over it,” the old woman’s voice filtered out from the tent, and chagrin passed over Agrippa’s face.

      A laugh tore from Silvara’s lips and she pressed a hand to her mouth to stifle it. Not because it was loud but because it had been genuine. Except Agrippa caught her wrist, his hand warm through her sleeve as he tugged her fingers away from her lips.

      “You should laugh more,” he said, and for the first time, his eyes were as serious as his voice. “You deserve to have more to laugh about.”

      With her family’s survival hanging by a thread and her nation on the brink of being conquered by the Empire, the last thing she should be doing was laughing.

      Put steel in your heart, Carina’s voice whispered inside her head. Be a hero for Bardeen.

      “Be here at dusk,” she said. “And don’t be late. Agnes is a stickler for promptness.”

      He grinned. “On my honor, I’ll be here.”
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      “Ah, there you are, Legatus.”

      Marcus looked up, his back cracking from hours bent over Hostus’s desk while he did the older commander’s paperwork. Grypus stood in the tent, looking as ill at ease as Marcus had ever seen him. “I’m surprised to see you here, Proconsul. Was your wife not anticipated in Melitene today?”

      It was putting the cart before the horse, in Marcus’s opinion, but in anticipation of soon holding Hydrilla, arrangements had been made for Grypus’s wife to join him. Which, given he currently resided with four significantly younger women, might explain Grypus’s consternation.

      “Yes, a truly joyful day,” Grypus answered, his tone conveying the exact opposite. “But I find myself buried beneath the weight of duties and I fear taking the time to ride to Melitene and back will have consequences.”

      Given Grypus had no duties besides writing the occasional letter, this seemed unlikely, but Marcus gave a sympathetic nod.

      “And as it is, Legatus, I fear Lucretia will insist on returning with me to camp.” Grypus gave a long sigh. “She is a loyal woman with a strong sense of wifely duty, which may overcome her good sense. She doesn’t understand the hardships she’ll have to endure in a legion camp, and I don’t wish to upset her fragile constitution.”

      “You speak reason,” Marcus answered, struggling to keep a smirk from his face. “It is no place for a woman of quality.”

      “I knew you would understand.” Grypus swatted him on the shoulders. “You will find the words to convince her that remaining in a good Cel fortress like Melitene is the better choice.”

      Understanding smacked Marcus in the face. “You wish me to go? Surely she’d be distressed not to be greeted by her husband?”

      “An unfortunate sacrifice that must be made, I’m afraid.” Grypus started to the front of the tent, then paused. “Legatus…”

      “Yes, Proconsul?”

      “Don’t make me regret trusting you with this task.”

      Marcus waited until he was gone, then grimaced, wanting nothing to do with this particular errand, but there was no helping it. Abandoning the stacks of paperwork and hoping—foolishly—that Hostus would be understanding of why it wasn’t complete, he went to his own tent to change, passing Felix on his way. “Fancy a gallop to Melitene and back?”

      His friend frowned. “To what end?”

      “Convincing Lucretia Grypus to remain there rather than to come here and disrupt her husband’s activities.”

      Felix laughed. “When we were studying at Lescendor, did you dream of such venerable duties?”

      “Nightly. There is no greater honor than facilitating a senator’s infidelity.”

      “You could bring her back.”

      Marcus feigned cutting his own throat, staggering sideways and then laughing. “I’m not going to kill my career just yet. Get an escort ready.”

      Felix shook his head. “I’ve drills to oversee—the men are already in the field. But Agrippa’s back from patrols. He can arrange it.”

      Annoyance ran through Marcus, though it was unjust. Serving as Marcus’s bodyguard was Agrippa’s job, not Felix’s. “Tell him to run drills instead. I’d rather you came with me. A good showing of rank might temper the domina’s anger at her husband’s absence.”

      Felix gave him a long look. “It wasn’t the first time you’ve ordered him whipped and it’s unlikely to be the last. Avoiding each other will only make things worse.”

      Marcus crossed his arms, glowering at his friend. “I’ve no reason to avoid him.”

      “And yet you are. And judging by the speed with which Agrippa skuttled out of camp this morning to go on patrol, he’s avoiding you.” Stepping closer so he wouldn’t be overheard, Felix added, “I know I don’t need to tell you this, but the men seeing you two at cross-purpose is divisive. A nice gallop through the country is an excellent way to mend your fraught relationship, which is to the benefit of the Thirty-Seventh.”

      Marcus wanted to argue, to give voice to the hundred reasons he could think of why it would be better if Felix rode with him instead, but the amusement in his friend’s eyes silenced them all. “Fine. Tell him to ready an escort. And someone get me my horse.”
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      In typical legion fashion, his escort was ready in minutes, and by the time Marcus was dressed, Agrippa was already waiting outside with his horse, petting the animal’s nose. But at the sight of Marcus, he said, “To Melitene, sir?”

      “Yes. Grypus’s wife is arriving and I am to greet her.” He waited for an inevitable quip, but Agrippa only nodded and held the reins while Marcus mounted, the tension between them thick enough to cut with a knife. Agrippa was clearly angry.

      Which shouldn’t matter. Agrippa had broken legion laws—laws Marcus was bound to uphold—and the punishment was standard. To not have punished him would have shown favoritism, and it would’ve encouraged others to engage in similar behavior. A hundred reasons ran through his head for why he shouldn’t feel guilty, and yet the sentiment remained. Annoyed with himself, he said, “I want to get this over with, so speed would be appreciated.”

      “Yes, sir,” was all Agrippa said, passing the order to the fifty of his men riding escort. The party broke into a fast canter, heading south.

      The speed of their travel made conversation impossible, everyone focused on keeping their mounts steady on the muddy road even as they watched the surrounding forests for opportunistic rebels. Even so, Marcus found himself grateful when the walls of Melitene appeared through the trees, for he’d spent the majority of the ride stewing over whether he should say something in an attempt to ease the friction between him and Agrippa.

      The gates to the fortress opened, men of the Ninth saluting him as he passed into the familiar interior. The centurion on duty approached as Marcus was handing off his reins. “Legatus? We were expecting the proconsul.”

      “He’s occupied and sent me in his stead.”

      A faint smile rose to the older man’s face. “I’ve heard of what occupies him. Virile old bastard.”

      Marcus knew he should reprimand the man for speaking so of a senator, but he was in no mood for it. “Has she arrived?”

      The man shook his head. “Not yet. But one of her servants came through the xenthier already and informed us she’ll be here within the hour.”

      A thousand things to do, and he was going to spend his day waiting on a senator’s wife. Exhaling, Marcus strode into the fortress, Agrippa following at his heels, having said not a word beyond orders to his men since they’d left camp. His silence was disconcerting in its rarity, and Marcus found himself wishing the primus would crack a joke or say something inappropriate, even if it was at Marcus’s expense. Because anything would be better than this.

      They passed through the inner gates, and his eyes went immediately to the black stem of crystal jutting out the side of a large outcropping of rock. About as thick as his arm, three feet of it was exposed, and it glittered in the faint sunlight. A dozen men of the Ninth stood on guard around it, weapons facing inward, for this was a terminus.

      Stopping outside of the perimeter, Agrippa at his left, Marcus again debated if he should say something.

      You could apologize. He dismissed the idea the second it materialized, because one did not apologize for deserved discipline.

      You could tell him it was past time someone commented on Carmo’s stench. He tossed that idea aside with equal speed, for it would only encourage a repeat of events, and that was the last thing the legion needed.

      You could tell him you heard it was a good fight. He frowned, that idea having merit given Agrippa’s endless quest for reputation. But it felt off, because he knew that impressing his fellows hadn’t been the reason Agrippa had picked the fight.

      Nothing Marcus came up with felt like the right thing to say. So he settled on stewing in silence, breathing in the breeze that emanated from the xenthier crystal. It was scented with dust and heat and Cel cooking. Smells from a fortress a thousand miles away transported by the xenthier just as it did anything else that touched its tip. It smelled like home, despite it having been years since the Thirty-Seventh had been in Celendor itself for any length of time, yet Marcus felt no nostalgia. All his demons lived in the heart of the Empire, and life was better far away from them.

      “Sir?” Agrippa said abruptly, and Marcus twitched, startled. “Yes?”

      “Might I ask a question of some importance?”

      Marcus’s stomach dropped at the seriousness of Agrippa’s tone. And mentally, he prepared a dozen responses to defend his choices after the brawl. “Of course.”

      Agrippa frowned at the xenthier. “Do you think that if someone on guard duty at the genesis farts that we’d smell it here?”

      The question was so unexpected that Marcus found himself lost for a response. “I… I… I suppose it would stand to reason, though I’ve never seen it documented. Certainly, there have been complaints of other foul odors emanating from other terminus stems.”

      Agrippa pursed his lips, giving a slow nod. “Would have to be sustained, I imagine. No one is going to report a passing whiff.”

      Marcus struggled not to laugh. This was Agrippa’s greatest strength and his greatest weakness—the ability to read a moment and know exactly what to say to diffuse tensions, even if it was an inane conversation entirely inappropriate for two legion officers to have. “Agreed. Sustained and concentrated enough to note, else the fortress’s commander would be inundated with endless reports on smells.”

      “Would make an interesting experiment. The collegium is always interested in our discoveries, after all.”

      Marcus huffed out a breath of amusement, imagining submitting that report. “You giving up on military fame in favor of publication?”

      “Never.” A slight smirk rose on Agrippa’s lips. “But my prose is good enough that the world deserves to read it, and it would impress the girls to say my findings were kept in Celendrial’s Great Library. I’d be willing to include your name too, sir, if you’d give the order for men to participate.”

      “I am not giving that order.” Marcus’s eyes flicked to one of the Ninth on duty, the older man fighting a grin. “But if the men on duty were to eat an abundance of beans in advance of their shift, it isn’t as though I’d be able to stop them from passing wind.”

      “Fair.” Agrippa shifted his weight. “Of course, there’d be one idiot who’d get too enthusiastic and sit on the stem, which would result in him having to explain to those who’d endured the stench for however long just what the Thirty-Seventh was up to.”

      “And I’d have to pay for his transport back.” Marcus stopped trying not to laugh, his shoulders shaking. “And then I’d have to listen to the explanation of what happened and come up with a punishment. A punishment that would need to be documented and submitted. This is a flawed plan that you propose, Agrippa.”

      The primus looked sideways at him, hazel eyes gleaming bright. “So we’re doing it, right?”

      “It would put the Thirty-Seventh in the running for the best prank of the year.” Marcus rubbed his chin. “Who is the current leader?”

      “Thirty-First, I believe. They rigged a false floor in Senator Saturinius’s private latrine, though it came back to haunt them. They were on water rations, so they were stuck with his stink for close to a week. Thankfully the senator apparently still believes himself the victim of termites.”

      “Good, but unoriginal.” Marcus eyed the xenthier stem, his mind filling with possibilities. “I think we can trump it.”

      They returned to silence, but it was no longer uncomfortable as they waited in the cold air, inhaling the smells of home.

      Then a man appeared from nowhere. He stumbled away from the stem, blinking wildly, then his eyes focused on the legionnaires facing him and he straightened. “The domina is ready to travel,” he said. “We will begin with her personal effects so as to be prepared to receive her in comfort.”

      “Hopefully she travels lighter than her husband,” Agrippa muttered.

      False hopes, as for the next hour, he and Agrippa watched chest after chest of belongings appear from the xenthier’s tip, servants madly racing to move them out of the way before more arrived. Then it was furniture, the woman apparently bringing an entire villa’s worth of belongings to decorate her husband’s tent to her standards. Crate after crate of food and wine, four frantic horses that went bolting every which way until the servants caught them, a silk-draped litter, a bathtub, and it went on and on, the courtyard nearly full to the brim.

      Then the woman herself appeared.

      Unlike the majority of her servants and guards, Lucretia Grypus did not stumble as the xenthier spit her out into the courtyard, only strode away from the crystal as though she owned the fortress, scowling at Marcus as he approached.

      “Welcome to Melitene,” he said. “I’m—”

      “Where is my husband?” She shoved past him, shouting loudly, “Plotius? Plotius! Where are you? This journey has been the worst sort of misery. It took hours of watching my things shoved across the ground into the xenthier and I’m sure half of everything is ruined. I’m filthy and starved and I need a glass of wine. Plotius!”

      Wincing at the shrillness of her voice, Marcus said, “Your husband sends his regrets, but he was unable to come to meet you.”

      Lucretia rounded on him. “And you are?”

      “Legatus Marcus of the Thirty-Seventh.”

      “Ah, the prodigy.” She looked him up and down. “I thought you’d be taller.”

      Marcus knew that if he turned around he’d find Agrippa barely containing his laughter, so he stood his ground. “The proconsul suggests you might be more comfortable in Melitene. It’s a proper fortress with direct access to supplies from Celendor, and—”

      “Yes, I’m sure Plotius has given you any number of reasons to fill my ears with as to why I shouldn’t join him,” she interrupted. “Spare me the sound of your voice, boy, and get my caravan underway.”

      Shit. If he arrived back at camp with this woman, Grypus would make him pay for it.

      Then from behind him, Agrippa began to cough. Not a little cough, but the loud barking noise of someone at risk of losing a lung. Alarmed, Marcus turned to see the primus resting his hands on his knees while he choked and gagged, spitting phlegm onto the ground.

      Then he gave Marcus a meaningful wink.

      “Get back,” Marcus shouted at him. “Don’t be spreading your disease to the quality, you fool!”

      As Agrippa staggered against the wall, Marcus turned to Lucretia. The statuesque blond woman eyed Agrippa with alarm that was no doubt increased by the primus’s bruised and swollen face. “What’s wrong with him?” she demanded.

      “It’s of no consequence,” he said. “Only a flux that is passing through camp. Nothing to concern yourself over. I’ll arrange for your things to be loaded—”

      “A flux?” Her voice went up several octaves.

      “Yes. With the cold and the damp it spreads quickly, but most recover. We bury the bodies far away from camp and we’ll keep the sick well away, you have my word.”

      She watched Agrippa, who was still carrying on his performance, with growing horror, then said, “I’ve reconsidered. I shall remain in Melitene.”

      “But—”

      “I’ve made my decision.” Whirling away, she shouted at the servants. “Draw me a bath. I need this filth washed off me.”

      Marcus watched her disappear inside, surrounded by a flurry of servants, then he turned to Agrippa. “Can you manage the ride back?”

      “A bit of wine before we go would—”

      “Nice try.” They strode out to where the horses and the rest of the escort waited. As he mounted, Marcus said, “That was a masterful performance.”

      Agrippa gave him a sweeping bow. “In another life, I could have been an actor, my performances are so nuanced. Perhaps we might consider forming a troupe within the Thirty-Seventh so others might be treated to my skill.”

      “Not a chance.”

      Laughing, they rode out the gates and hit the road at a gallop, heading north to camp. It was only when they could see Hydrilla looming in the distance that Marcus drew in his mount, motioning Agrippa over. They rode next to each other for a time, breath misting in the cold air, and then Marcus found himself saying, “I know why you picked a fight with Carmo.”

      “Yeah, because I told you.”

      Casting a sideways glance at Agrippa, who was staring between his horse’s ears, he said, “What you told me was bullshit. Carmo set his eyes on that pretty laundress and you decided to play hero, am I right?”

      Agrippa was silent, then he lifted one shoulder. “You know what he’s like.”

      He did. If Carmo had been one of his men, Marcus would have seen him hanged a long time ago. “It was the decent thing to do. You’ve my respect for it, even if I can never say so officially.”

      Agrippa turned to look at him, eyes filled with surprise. Then they narrowed. “I sense a but.”

      They were almost to the gates of camp, so anything that needed to be said had to be said now. “Don’t pursue it, Agrippa. Don’t see her anymore. Because I don’t want to have to punish you for taking it too far.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Agrippa answered. “She’s nothing to me but a pretty face and I like variety in my life.”

      He was lying.

      But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t do the right thing, so Marcus didn’t push. Instead he said, “Thanks for your help today,” and rode toward his tent.
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      Don’t pursue it.

      Marcus’s words repeated through Agrippa’s head as he and his friends shoveled their rations down their throats, his eyes on the darkening skies. There was part of him that knew he should listen. Not only because Marcus was his commander, but because it was good advice. Yet there was another part of him that objected to being so restricted. Nearly every aspect of his life was governed by legion law, and Agrippa resented the notion that who he did or did not speak to during his free time was under equal scrutiny.

      Especially given there was no cause for concern. She was just a pretty girl, and he’d kissed plenty of pretty girls without ever looking back. Why Marcus thought this time he’d take it too far was beyond him and Agrippa found himself railing against the threat of punishment. And the best way to do that was with defiance.

      “I don’t want to go out,” Miki groaned. “My ass hurts from riding, my back itches, and I’m tired.”

      “Sleep when you’re dead,” Agrippa sang, then leaned back so his head was in Yaro’s lap. “Don’t you dare cut me. I don’t want to look like I can’t manage a proper shave.”

      “You can’t,” his second answered. “That’s why you always make me do it for you.”

      “It’s his Cel blood.” Miki flopped on his back. “Wants to be served.”

      Closing his eyes, Agrippa said, “Quintus is of purer stock than I am. You did warm that water, didn’t you, Yaro?”

      “Yes, domina. Would you like me to buff your nails next?”

      “Toenails, too. They’re looking abused these days.”

      “There’s no amount of coin that will see me touching your feet.”

      “My feet are beautiful.”

      Miki said, “Quintus is good plebeian stock, which means he’s useless but not quite as useless as a patrician bastard like you.”

      Agrippa winced, the soap stinging the scrape on his cheek. “Bastard being the operative word, boys.” He didn’t particularly like discussing his heritage, which meant his friends frequently brought it up.

      “Do you remember how fancy he talked when we started at Lescendor?” Yaro scraped the razor along his cheek. “And the tantrums because he didn’t like the food.”

      “Or the texture of the linens.”

      “Or the smell of the barracks.”

      “Or having to clean up after himself.”

      “Shush, now.” Agrippa opened one eye to glare at them. “I’m feeling abused. You are all terrible friends. I’m going to move into a different tent.”

      They laughed, then Yaro scrubbed the soap from his face. “All five of the hairs that make up your beard have been vanquished.”

      “It’s seven hairs, and you know it!” Agrippa shouted, then rolled, water and soap and razor going flying as the four of them wrestled, eventually finding their way into their gear and staggering out of their tent. Only once a fortnight did they get an evening of proper leisure, and no one at the gates questioned as they strode out and down the hill to the other camp, bickering and bantering and shoving until they reached the tents.

      “We’ll come get you, all right?” Quintus said as they approached the laundresses’ tent. “Don’t even think about wandering about alone. Carmo’s got a knife with your name written on it.”

      Don’t see her again.

      Shoving aside the echo of Marcus’s voice, Agrippa gave them a mocking salute. Then, his heart galloping with anticipation, he ducked inside the tent.

      The smell of soap filled his nose, and his eyes went immediately to where a candle burned. Agnes sat on a stool next to it, darning a tunic. “You’re late, boy.”

      Leaning back out of the tent, Agrippa eyed the sky and then stepped back in. “I am not. You really—”

      He lost his train of thought as Silvara stepped in the rear of the tent. Her dark hair hung long and loose down her back, the draft catching at her curls and sending them floating out behind her. The candlelight illuminated the rich brown of her skin, reflecting off her large dark eyes that drew him down into their depths. She wore the same dress as she usually did, but rather than being laced up to almost beneath her chin, it was loose, revealing the delicate lines of her throat.

      “I wondered if you’d come,” she said, setting a steaming kettle on the table and putting a tiny sachet of some sort of herb inside for tea. “There are other entertainments in this camp.”

      “Well… I…” He struggled to form a cohesive sentence. “Here I am.”

      Agnes cackled, snapping him out of his stupor.

      “You know,” he said to her, “You really shouldn’t stitch in such poor lighting. It’s bad for the eyesight.”

      “You know,” Agnes countered, “that not finishing work for Empire boys on time is bad for one’s longevity.”

      “A fair point.” He watched her work for a few moments, then shook his head. “I can’t allow this. Hand it over.”

      What he really couldn’t handle was the fact that he couldn’t think of a cursed thing to say, but they didn’t need to know that.

      Agnes cocked one eyebrow, then shrugged and handed him the garment. Taking up the needle, he set to work repairing the split seam, the familiar motion settling the nerves in his stomach.

      “Not bad,” she said as he handed it back, giving him an approving nod. “Rather good, even.”

      “You will find, Agnes, that I’m rather good at everything I do.”

      “So say all men.” Catching at his chin, she frowned at his face. “Your fancy medics not see to you?”

      “No need.”

      She huffed out a breath and stood, her back cracking audibly. Going to a small chest, she extracted a handful of leaves and shoved them in her mouth, chewing vigorously with what teeth she had. Then she spit the green mess into her hand. “Come here, boy.”

      Horror filled him as he realized her intent. “I’m fine. Truly. Time will heal me up without intervention.”

      “It will help,” Silvara said softly, and giving her a pained glance, he muttered, “Fine.”

      Agnes smeared the mixture around his eye and over his cheek, and a moment later, the pain receded. “Let me see your back.”

      “I’m noticing a trend,” he said as he unbuckled his armor, pulled it over his head, and tossed it on the floor. “Every time I step inside this tent, I end up naked.”

      Agnes cackled, then shoved her tiny hand down the neck of his tunic, smearing more of the concoction over the lash marks. Then she dumped a pile of mending in his arms. “Get to work on these. I need my beauty rest.”

      She proceeded to go to the far side of the tent, where she rolled herself up in a thin blanket and almost immediately began to snore. Laughing softly, Silvara rose and went outside, returning with a brazier full of hot coals, which she set near the old woman’s back. “Better get started on that mending.”

      Picking up the needle, he held it to the candlelight and threaded it. “Not precisely how I expected to spend my evening.”

      “What did you expect to be doing?”

      “Convincing you to kiss me, for starters. But given that I’m covered in leaves and Agnes’s spit, I no longer feel overly confident in pursuing my planned course of action.” Then realization dawned on him and he laughed, glancing at the old woman. “Well played, Agnes. Well played.”

      “She’s a clever one.”

      Sitting at the table across from him, Silvara poured the contents of the kettle into two cups, the air filling with the scent of sweet nettle tea, and a wave of déjà vu passed over him. Memory of his mother giving it to him whenever he’d been ill or upset, the sound of Bardenese lullabies filling his ears like the whispers of a ghost.

      “You’ve had it before?” She handed him a cup and then took a sip from her own.

      “My mother served it.”

      “I thought you didn’t remember her.”

      He shrugged.

      Silvara gave him a long look, then sang a verse of that very lullaby, a knowing look appearing in her eye when he shivered and set the cup aside. “Why did you lie?” she asked.

      Because he was supposed to forget. Was supposed to have abandoned the past, caring nothing for anything but his brothers in the legion and the master they served. “She was a servant to a senator in Celendrial. A bed servant to my father, if you must know.” He swallowed the thickness in his throat. “His wife couldn’t carry a child, so when my mother became pregnant, the woman falsified her own pregnancy and then claimed the baby as her own.”

      “You?”

      “My brother, Tiberius. He has dark hair but favored our father’s complexion and passed well enough.” Agrippa took a sip of the tea, the hot liquid burning down his throat. “However, my father was apparently quite taken with my mother and refused to give her up, eventually producing yours truly. Much to the fury of his wife.” He huffed out a soft breath, old memories filling his mind’s eye. “A nastier creature you’ll never meet. Made my mother’s life the purest form of misery and endlessly tried to turn Tiberius against us. But stubbornness runs in the blood and he refused. Always called her Ilithyia rather than Mother, which would send her into the worst sort of rages. And when she threatened to take it out on me, he’d counter by saying he’d tell everyone that he wasn’t her child, which would have been the worst of scandals.”

      Silvara refilled his cup. “She sounds horrible.”

      Agrippa had been terrified of her, and his mother equally so. “She’s dead. I heard a rumor that she’d been strangled by my father for some offense and that he took his own life afterward. And I think there was only one thing that could have caused him to do so.”

      Horror filled Silvara’s eyes. “Your mother… Did the wife kill her?”

      He shrugged. “The truth died with them, which is just as well. For now my brother sits on the Senate, none of those Cel bastards the wiser that his blood is any less pure than their own.” It had been almost ten years since he’d seen his brother, and more than once, he wondered if Tiberius ever thought of him. If he knew he was alive. Last he’d heard, his brother was to wed the daughter of Senator Gnaeus Domitius, richest man in the Empire, so his stars were truly in alignment.

      Silvara’s eyes moved past him, and he turned to find Agnes still snoring peacefully. “I think I’m safe. Agnes doesn’t seem the sort to travel to Celendrial to unearth a senator’s dirty laundry.” And as it was, who would believe it coming from a Bardenese laundress? “But enough of prying into my past. Where is your family?”

      She twitched, eyes jerking to him. “They’re… They’re dead.”

      Agrippa internally winced. “We need something stronger than tea if we’re going to continue with such morose conversation. Ask me something else before I start weeping into my cup.”

      Interlacing her fingers, she rested her chin on her knuckles. “What’s it like being in a legion? What do you do all day when you aren’t fighting?” Her mouth quirked into a smile. “I scrub filth from clothes, which isn’t tremendously exciting.”

      His skin prickled, something about the question feeling off although he wasn’t certain why. “Not much, really. Wander around the woods looking for rebels. Do a few drills to keep sharp. Follow the legatus about to make sure laundresses don’t dump water on his feet, though we bungled that job up recently.”

      She winced. “I felt awful. Well, mostly I felt terrified that he was going to order one of you to strike me down for soaking his feet.”

      “If it had been Hostus, you’d have been dead. But Marcus isn’t like that—especially not with civilians.”

      “What is he like?”

      Agrippa’s mood soured, because it appeared his commander was going to insert himself into this moment whether he liked it or not. “Good-looking. But given this line of questioning, I’m sure you noticed that part.”

      “Yes, he’s much discussed by those in the pleasure tents for his looks and his position.” Silvara swirled the leaves in the bottom of her cup, staring at them. “They wonder why he never visits them or has anyone brought to his own tent.”

      Agrippa’s jealousy flared, the old animosity between him and Marcus fueling the flames. And the idea that maybe her dumping water on Marcus hadn’t been entirely accidental reared up in his mind. “Probably because he thinks they’re poxy. And is it them who wonder? Or you?”

      She lifted her cup to her lips, staring at him. And he realized that she was struggling not to laugh.

      His cheeks burned. “Did you really just try to get a rise out of me using my own commander?”

      “And it worked tremendously well.” She burst into laughter, her head tilting back to reveal the slender column of her neck and capturing his gaze. “So well, that I feel there must be some bad blood between you. Did he win the heart of some girl you fancied, leaving you heartbroken?”

      “He won the Thirty-Seventh.” The words came out without thought, and Agrippa looked away the moment he said them, glowering at the tent canvas. “Never mind that. It’s in the past. I don’t care anymore.”

      She said nothing, only refilled his teacup, seeming content to wait for him to speak. And because he couldn’t think of a damned thing beyond an explanation, he said, “We were rivals at Campus Lescendor.”

      “The legion school?”

      He nodded, then sighed. “Every second-born son in the Empire is sent when they turn seven, and at first, it’s all about surviving the drills and the exercises and the training. But then things change. Boys group into factions, because loners never do well, and the factions begin to war for dominance. Brawling is punished, so at first everyone thinks that the commandant and the training officers are trying to disrupt the factions, but in reality, they encourage it. Pit factions and their leaders against one another, so there are always winners and losers, and gradually the factions grow fewer in number but larger in size. Their leaders more powerful and more vicious in their pursuit of control.”

      “But you were all just children,” she protested. “To turn you against one another is barbaric and cruel.”

      “The Empire is barbaric and cruel,” he answered. “Spend an evening in the company of the proconsul and you’ll understand that quickly enough. At any rate, when what would become the Thirty-Seventh was in its final year, two factions remained. Two leaders. Marcus—”

      “And you.”

      “Correct.” He drained his teacup, wishing for something stronger. “He won. They chose him. End of story.”

      Which wasn’t the truth. There was more to it, much more, but dwelling on it did him no favors.

      “Yet for all you were rivals, now you are one of his most important officers,” she said, her eyes bright with curiosity. “How did that come to pass?”

      “Many of the men were still loyal to me, so he likely did it because it was a good way to win them over. And because I’ve a reputation for getting things done that no one else can manage,” he answered. “And over the years, we’ve come to have something of a mutual respect.”

      Comrades. Brothers. But not friends. Never friends. Recent days had been a reminder of that.

      “You were very quick to get between him and a threat, to risk your own life to protect him. Seems like more than just respect.”

      “Yes, well…” He grinned at her, tired of talking about Marcus. “The threat wasn’t terribly threatening.”

      It was meant to be a jest, but she flinched, attempting to cover the motion by standing.

      She picked up his armor and examined the metal, tracing a finger over the 37 embossed on the right side. “It’s heavy. It must be uncomfortable to wear all the time.”

      “Better than a rebel arrow between the ribs.”

      Her mouth quirked. “You live an exciting life.”

      There was a hint of bitterness in her voice that he didn’t think had anything to do with him. “It has costs.”

      “Everything does, one way or another.” She swallowed. “I always dreamed of doing something that mattered. Of leaving my mark on the world in some way that would make me worth being remembered. But the spirits seem to have different plans for me.”

      Words that echoed a sentiment held by his own heart. The desire to be someone in a world where nearly every aspect of his life had been preordained. “Fuck the spirits,” he said, knowing it was probably dreadfully disrespectful. “Carve your own path.”

      Her brow furrowed and she was silent, finger still tracing over the hard curves of his armor. Then she looked up to meet his gaze. “May I try it on?”

      A laugh tore from his lips before he realized she was serious. “I…” Wearing a legion mark when one was not legion was a crime. But he found himself not wanting to deny her anything. “I suppose.”

      He lifted it over her head, fastening the buckles. It hung comically large on her tiny frame. “There,” he said, “you’ve had your taste of being in the Thirty-Seventh.” He started to unbuckle them all again, his pulse racing with fear that someone would come in. That someone would catch them like this and that she’d be punished.

      But Silvara only brushed away his hand, then reached to unfasten the vambrace encasing his wrist. “I want to try it all on.”

      This is taking it too far. “If you want.”

      Her slender fingers fumbled with the buckles, her hands trembling slightly as they brushed against the skin of his wrist, sending a flood of desire through him that cared nothing for risks and everything for reward. Taking over, he pulled the piece of leather and metal free and fastened it over her tiny forearm, where it hung loose.

      Methodically, he removed all the pieces of armor he wore and put them on her, dropping to his knees while she lifted the hem of her skirts so he could fasten greaves over her shins, the sight of her bare knees and the inch of thigh he could see above them almost undoing him.

      Pausing to wipe the sludge off his face and hoping it hadn’t stained him green or worse, he said, “Now the most important part.” He picked up his belt, which was heavy with weapons and tools, and fastened it around her waist.

      Then he stepped back.

      It should have been a comical sight, a Bardenese laundress dressed in practical woolen skirts and the oversized armor of an Empire legionnaire.

      But it wasn’t.

      “I wanted to know what it felt like.” She pulled his gladius from its sheath, holding it like she’d done so before, though that was unlikely. “What it felt like to be one of you. Powerful. Dangerous.” Her jaw trembled, then flexed as she clenched it. “Untouchable.”

      “We aren’t untouchable.” They circled each other, her arm trembling from the weight of the weapon. “We are only men, who bleed and die like any other.”

      “Doesn’t feel that way to those who stand against you.”

      He ducked under the weapon, moving behind her in one quick motion, one arm going around her body to pull her back against him. “Good thing you aren’t against me,” he said softly.

      Sliding his hand down her arm, he gripped hers, steadying the weapon as he drew her elbow back. Then he thrust her arm forward. “Like this.”

      “Let me try,” she whispered, and he let go of the blade, moving his hand to her hip, feeling the heat of her beneath his palm. She drew her arm back, then thrust his weapon forward without hesitation, then sliced it sideways as though parrying a blow, moving through motions he knew well.

      “Someone has been watching drills,” he murmured, not sure whether to be impressed or concerned.

      Silvara shivered and opened her hand, and the gladius fell to the ground with a thud. She tilted her head as though to look up at him, except her eyes were closed, her pulse a rapid flutter in her throat.

      And he wanted to kiss her.

      Wanted to kiss her more than he’d ever wanted to kiss a girl in his life. Except he couldn’t tell if she wanted him or was terrified of him, and the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. “Silvara…”

      Then a scuffle of motion sounded from outside. Silvara gasped, enough panic showing on her face that any doubt in his mind that she was unaware what they were doing was forbidden was vanquished. He lunged to the ground to snatch up his weapon, but as he straightened, Yaro stepped into the tent.

      “Agrippa—” his friend started to say, then broke off, his eyes landing on Silvara. A grin slowly worked its way onto his face. “Hello, Silvara. You make an exceptionally lovely legionnaire, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “I was… It’s…” She trailed off, then tried to cross her arms over her chest, except the width of his breastplate stymied the motion. “Thank you.”

      Yaro laughed. “Agrippa, if this is what does it for you, you needn’t have dragged us all the way down here—there’s plenty of action to be had back at camp.”

      “Yaro,” he replied, simultaneously horrified and furious. “You’d better have a rutting good reason for this or I’m going to strip you naked and stake your pimply ass out for the morning patrols to discover.”

      “If you want to see my ass, you need only ask, sir.” Yaro held up his hands in mock defense. “Seriously, though. Carmo got wind we were here and he and his men are looking for you. Miki and Quintus are leading them on a wild chase through camp, but we need to make ourselves scarce quick-like.”

      “Shit.” He moved to Silvara, fumbling at the buckles on his armor. “I have to go.”

      “I know.” She pulled off pieces, handing them to him. “Why are you always in trouble?”

      “I’m not.”

      Yaro coughed: “Bullshit.”

      “Hazard of my personality, I suppose.” Buckling on his belt, he caught her arms and pushed her to the far side of the tent, asking softly, “When can I see you again? Please say tomorrow. And please say Agnes will be there; her ministrations were the highlight of my evening.”

      Silvara laughed, and he swore silently that even if Carmo beat him bloody tonight, it would be worth it. “I’ll think about it.” Then she reached into a chest, extracting a handful of the leaves Agnes had used on him. “If you want to see her, I’d suggest availing yourself. It truly does work.”

      Then Yaro was hauling on his arms. “Come on, Agrippa! We need to make ourselves scarce.”

      He resisted, not wanting to leave her, and was rewarded when she stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Go!”

      They stumbled out of the tent right as Miki and Quintus went racing past. “Run, you idiot!” the latter shouted, and then the four of them were racing through the maze of tents and into the night.
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      Silvara sucked in a ragged breath, listening to Agrippa and Yaro disappear into the night. A heartbeat later, she heard the thud of heavy feet running in pursuit, muttered oaths and whispered orders, and her stomach clenched knowing who was chasing them. And what would happen if they got caught.

      But she wasn’t given any time to dwell on it.

      Agnes rolled to her feet, and then the stack of garments she’d been sleeping in front of shifted and Carina appeared from behind them. “You’ve the knack for this, Silvara. I have to admit, I’m impressed.”

      “Why?” The word caught in her throat, and Silvara coughed to clear it. “He didn’t tell me anything that will help.”

      “But now we know he will.” Carina crossed the tent, taking Silvara’s hands. “We can exploit his sentiment for his mother—a Bardenese woman forced into indenture to a Cel patrician—and try to turn his allegiance. Which may be easier than anticipated given the bad blood between him and the Thirty-Seventh’s legatus. Getting him to admit that by provoking his jealousy was a clever bit of work.”

      Calling it clever would imply that she’d been following a plan, but nearly everything that she’d asked had been instinctual. Questions fueled by a morbid curiosity and fascination with the legions that she had no intention of admitting to Carina. Just as she had no intention of admitting to the woman that she was drawn to Agrippa for reasons that had nothing to do with the information he might provide. There was something…compelling about him. A defiance that spoke to her soul.

      “I dislike this, Carina,” Agnes said abruptly. “They are children and you’re exploiting them. Empire boy he might be, but that Agrippa has a good heart and is genuine in his interest toward Silvara.”

      “Do you think that good heart will stop him from sticking his blade into our people’s backs if he’s given the order?” Carina snapped. “This is war and he is our enemy.”

      Silvara’s chest tightened at the reminder even as she wondered if, given the order, he would slaughter her people. Because the boy she’d spent the past hours with seemed far removed from the faceless legionnaires she saw as her enemy. Of course he would fight, she snarled at herself. He doesn’t have a choice but to follow orders.

      “It’s not Agrippa I worry for.” Agnes stared the rebel leader down, the intensity in her gaze reminding Silvara that the old woman had once been a warrior of some renown. “It’s Silvara. And what it will do to her to follow through on this.”

      “She’s the best weapon we have!” Carina paced back and forth across the tent before sliding to a stop. “Do you think I wouldn’t do it myself if such a thing were possible? Do you think I wouldn’t spare her if I could? But I can’t. I’m old and ugly and invisible to them, whereas she is young and beautiful and something they’re willing to sacrifice for in order to possess.”

      Possess. It was impossible not to cringe, and Carina saw the motion. “Hecktor went out to meet with the rest of our people in the woods today,” she said. “They sent signals to your father in Hydrilla. Told him that you’ve joined the cause and that you’ve made strides. It will give your brother and him hope to know you’re involved. To know that someone who loves them is fighting to save their lives.”

      Agnes opened her mouth, but Silvara cut her off. “Both of you quit speaking over my head. I said I’ll get the information we need out of him, and I will.”

      And without another word, she picked up her satchel of belongings and strode out, weaving her way through the maze to her own tiny tent. Though calling it such was an offense to the word, for it was nothing more than a ragged piece of greased brown fabric draped between two other tents, barely big enough for her to sleep stretched out.

      Ducking inside, she weighted down the bottom edges with rocks, then unpacked her possessions, which she had to carry with her always or they’d certainly be stolen. In her haste, she’d neglected to take any coals from the laundry tent fire for her brazier and she shivered as the wind slipped in through the cracks, biting at her skin. Laying one of her blankets on the dirt, she lowered herself to the ground, tucking her cloak and the other blanket around her, and rested her head on her arm.

      Spirits help her, but she was tired of being cold.

      Closing her eyes, she allowed her mind to drift. To remember the feeling of her back pressed against Agrippa’s chest, the heat of his hand where it had gripped her own. What it had been like to thrust that wicked sharp blade forward with fierce intent. That was who she wanted to be: Someone not to be trifled with.

      Someone who left her mark.

      Then the canvas rustled, wind gusting over her and carrying with it the scent of soap.

      “You scampered off without saying goodnight,” Agnes whispered, faint light illuminating her wrinkled brown face. “And you forgot your coals.”

      The old woman set the tin brazier on the ground near Silvara’s feet and held her hands over them, her brow furrowed. Shivering, Silvara asked, “Do you want to stay here tonight, Agnes? The wind is truly bitter.”

      Agnes snorted. “Your coastal blood is showing, girl. This ain’t cold—you haven’t felt cold yet. But I suppose it would save me a trip back.”

      Shifting to make space, Silvara sighed as Agnes curled up at her back, her presence a comfort, as it had been nearly all her life. “You think what I’m doing with Agrippa is wrong, don’t you?”

      “Does it feel right?”

      She bit the insides of her cheeks. “I don’t know.” Yet because it was Agnes and she knew the woman would keep her confidence, she whispered, “Logically, I know he’s my enemy but…”

      “But it doesn’t feel that way?”

      She jerked her chin up and down. “I’m an idiot. He’s one of the men who has my family trapped and starving in Hydrilla and I should hate him. I should want to kill him.”

      But instead of wanting to turn around and stab him in the chest with his own weapon, she’d wanted to kiss him.

      “You’re not an idiot, love.” Agnes sighed. “Agrippa, the boy, isn’t your enemy. But Agrippa, the primus of the Thirty-Seventh, most definitely is. The trouble is that you only know the boy, and he is pretty and charming and kind enough that it seems impossible that he’s capable of the dark stories Carina fills your ears with. And harder still is the fact that you must exploit the boy you know to strike the primus you don’t. This is a cruel task you’ve been set to, Silvara. And anyone who doesn’t understand that is either a fool or is devoid of heart.”

      As always, Agnes’s words unraveled the tangle in her head, helped her understand her troubles even if she did not solve them. “I want to fight the Empire. I want to liberate Bardeen. I want to save my family. But…but not like this. I want to do it with steel in my hand.”

      “You’ve a good heart, girl.” Agnes smoothed her hair. “But you don’t always get to pick your battleground. Sometimes it picks you.”
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      “The rebels were aggressive in their signaling to the fortress yesterday,” Felix said, pointing to the map he held showing the surrounding terrain. “The code breakers are working on deciphering the signals but catching a handful of them would yield information more quickly. The smoke came from here and here,” he tapped the map, “but they seem uninclined to use the same location twice. So eyes on the skies.”

      “Yes, sir,” Agrippa answered, the instructions sinking in despite his mind being elsewhere. Elsewhere being on Silvara. His mind was not easily tempted away from the memory of her body pressed against his, the scent of her in his nose, and her lips so achingly close. If not for Carmo and his lackeys, his night might have turned out a great deal better than it had. But instead, he and his friends had been forced to lead the bastards on a merry chase through the woods, all of them shivering and cold by the time shifts changed on the wall and there were Thirty-Seventh on duty to sneak them in. “We’ll see who we can rustle up for the questioners.”

      Saluting, he rejoined his patrol, silently leading them out the camp gates and down the slope.

      “Hostile on the horizon,” Yaro barked.

      Agrippa jumped, his eyes jerking from the tree line to where his second was pointing.

      Silvara, buckets in hand, was heading to the river.

      “Looks less threatening than she did last night, but I’d still advise approaching with caution,” Yaro said, his smirk growing even wider as Agrippa glowered at him.

      His friend hadn’t told anyone about catching Silvara dressed in Agrippa’s gear, but that hadn’t stopped him from making at least a dozen veiled references before they’d finished breaking their fast. “Says the man who approaches with so much caution that the girls never see him.”

      Everyone laughed, Yaro groaning and clutching his heart, but before his friend could come up with a retort, Agrippa moved ahead. Stepping onto the bridge, he crossed the river, noticing that Silvara was studiously ignoring him, and then hopped over the railing to land with a thud next to her.

      “Good morning,” he said. “Apologies for my swift departure last night.”

      “I’ll forgive you if you promise not to let it become a regular occurrence.”

      He snagged the buckets from her hands, filling them with river water. “That would imply me seeing you will be a regular occurrence.”

      Silvara shrugged, examining the fingernails on one hand. “Unless you aren’t up for it. Seems you’ve created a circumstance where hiding behind those walls,” she gestured to the legion camp, “might be the safer choice.”

      “Retreat!” Yaro shouted from where he stood on the bridge above, but Agrippa only set down a bucket to flip him the finger before carrying the water up the bank.

      “Fortunately for you, I’ve a reputation for being a risk-taker. Not for hiding behind walls.”

      “I’ll decide whether that’s my good fortune or not.”

      His friends laughed, and Yaro shouted, “We love you, Silvara!”

      “Do I get the chance to prove it?” Pulling off his helmet, he gestured to his face. “Not sure if it was the leaves or Agnes’s spit, but I’m already looking much more myself. Surely that’s worth something?”

      “Pretty Empire boys are trouble.” She crossed her arms, looking up at him with a cool expression that was both ruined and improved by the fact that she was clearly fighting a smile. So he leaned down, and said in her ear, “Then it is my good fortune that you seem to like trouble.”

      “Maybe.” She pulled the buckets from his grip. “I’ll give you one more chance to impress me. Be at the laundresses’ tent just after dark. And don’t be late.”

      He watched her stagger back to the camp, water sloshing from her buckets, unwilling to tarnish her exit by offering to help. Then he turned to find his patrol grinning like cats with cream, only Gibzen appearing unamused. Which was typical.

      The only thing that amused Gibzen was killing. The other soldier was alarmingly devoid of most human qualities, and he never showed much interest in speaking to those outside the legion. Even within the legion, his relationships with the other men were superficial at best—not one called him a friend—though he was social enough when in the mood. Agrippa kept him close because Gibzen was a topnotch fighter and did his job, as well as because Gibzen had long been one of Marcus’s most loyal enforcers. But Agrippa didn’t much like him, which was all to say he didn’t much care if Gibzen was annoyed by his behavior. “Shall we carry on?”

      They headed toward the forest, and Agrippa unslung his longbow from one shoulder in case they came across game. It wasn’t a weapon included in their training at Lescendor, but after seeing it used in Sibal, Agrippa had begged Marcus’s servant Amarin to show him how to use one. Rumor had it that Amarin had been a warrior of some renown in his younger years, and a rebel at that, though the man refused to speak about his past. Either way, Agrippa had been taken with the beauty and range of the weapon, and Marcus turned a blind eye to his use of non-regulation gear. Likely because more often than not, Agrippa brought back meat for the legion to eat.

      Heading down the trail on their assigned route, Agrippa grimaced at the sight of some of Carmo’s boys striding their way, though the primus wasn’t among the patrol because of his broken wrist.

      “Anything?” he asked as they crossed paths, but the Twenty-Ninth men only shook their heads. “Silent as a grave.”

      Which probably meant they’d been sleeping rather than patrolling, a theory supported by the fact that all of them were covered in dirt, but Agrippa said nothing, only nodded and carried on.

      They headed north, spread out and moving on silent feet, all of them watchful. One eye to the ground for traps and another in the trees for archers. But the only sounds were the howl of wind and chittering of small creatures living in the ancient forest. As always, it felt as though the trees were watching them like strange sentinels, as though the forest had eyes and they were not friendly to the intrusion.

      A faint whiff of smoke caught Agrippa’s attention, and he turned into the wind even as he lifted a hand, his men stopping.

      Quintus’s fingers moved, using the simple language instilled in them at Lescendor to silently communicate. Signal smoke?

      The rebels used it to communicate with the fortress, but they typically did so from farther afield, wise that patrols would be on them immediately. Not only was this too close, it was too windy for signals. It didn’t feel right.

      Shaking his head, Agrippa motioned for them to spread their ranks and move in quiet. Hesitating, he added a few more gestures: Take prisoners. If they caught someone of use, it would mean accolades for all involved.

      In total silence they crept forward, brown cloaks allowing them to blend into the forest, the cloud cover keeping the sun from glinting off their weapons as they circled the fire. He could see the smoke now, great gusting clouds of it, the smell making his skin prickle though he wasn’t sure why.

      He lifted a hand to signal extreme caution. Gesturing for Quintus and Miki to keep to his heel, he crouched low, moving up the gentle incline and dropping to his belly when he reached the top. He peered over the edge into the hollow below.

      Judging by the piles of charred wood and ash, it had been the size of a bonfire, but with no one tending to it, it now burned low. His eyes skipped through the hollow, hunting for signs of life, but there was no one. The rest of his men circled the space, wary of ambush, but whistles and bird calls all confirmed it was clear.

      And yet Agrippa’s skin still crawled with apprehension as he stood, slowly picking his way down into the hollow while Yaro and Gibzen approached from the opposite side. This close, his eyes picked up propaganda messages written in soot on the boulders that jutted from the ground, all in Bardenese, all screaming defiance against the Empire. A familiar picture, and yet…

      The smell.

      There was something wrong about the smoke, something that caught and tugged at a piece of knowledge just out of reach.

      Redwood. The fire was burning redwood.

      “It’s a trap!” he shouted right as he saw Gibzen reach for Yaro to pull him back.

      But it was too late.

      Branches snapped and Yaro dropped. A heartbeat later, his screams filled Agrippa’s ears.

      Orders poured from his lips as he circled the clearing, moving as fast as he could, knowing more traps might be set beneath the leaves. Gibzen was already at the edge of the pit, and when he lifted his face, his expression told Agrippa all he needed to know.

      Dropping to his knees, he looked down.

      Yaro was impaled on half a dozen stakes, his armor the only reason he was still alive. But with one of them jutting through his upper thigh, he wouldn’t be alive for long.

      “Help me,” his friend pleaded. “Get me out.”

      “We’ll get you out.” Agrippa held out a hand to Gibzen. “Lower me down.”

      There was barely enough room for him to squeeze between stakes, and he wrenched those around Yaro up to give himself space, forcing emotion from his head. Forcing himself to remain calm even as the young man who’d stood at his side since they were seven bled to death in front of him.

      “It hurts, it hurts.”

      “Don’t whine.” It took all his control to keep his voice calm. “You’ve cut yourself worse shaving.”

      Gibzen jumped down next to him, silently following his orders to pull up stakes even as Agrippa examined where they’d punctured Yaro’s flesh. One through the bicep. One into his shoulder. One through his calf. All survivable, if not for the one through his thigh.

      Years of training told him what to do. Years of experience told him it wouldn’t be enough.

      “Need to leave that one in for Racker,” he said, tying a tourniquet tight and then pulling his knife and cutting the stake, clenching his teeth as Yaro moaned. “Hang on, my friend, this will sting a bit.”

      Then he nodded at Gibzen.

      Together, they lifted, pulling him loose from the stakes even as Yaro screamed and, finally, passed out from the pain. Miki and Quintus caught hold of him, hauling him up onto the edge of the pit.

      “Stretcher?” Quintus asked as Agrippa swiftly bandaged the worst of the other injuries, trying to stem the flow of blood.

      “No time. We’ll have to carry him.”

      Habit had commands for the rest of his men rolling off his lips, but his mind was for Yaro. For the fact that he was dying and that it hadn’t been the Bardenese who’d set this trap. How it had been fucking Carmo’s men, which meant it had been retaliation.

      Which meant if Yaro died, his blood was on Agrippa’s hands.

      They moved as fast as they could through the trees, Yaro balanced between the four of them, leaving a trail of blood in their wake. He roused halfway back to camp, moaning and weeping.

      “We’re almost back,” Agrippa said between gasping breaths. “We’ll get you to Racker. He’ll set you to rights.”

      Liar.

      It seemed a lifetime before the cookfires of the camp appeared in the distance, his muscles screaming from exertion, his mouth dry from the endless stream of words he used to keep Yaro calm. “Someone go ahead. Get Racker and,” he gasped, “Marcus.”

      Feet thudded against the earth as one of his men sprinted toward camp.

      “Almost there, Yaro,” he said, seeing his friend had gone deadly pale. Knowing the end was near. “Almost there.”

      Across the bridge.

      Through the clear-cut.

      The gates swung open, and his eyes latched on Racker’s tall form, two more Thirty-Seventh medics on his heels carrying a stretcher. Felix and Marcus were coming from the opposite direction at a near run.

      “Set him down.” Racker’s voice was steady. “Let me look.”

      They eased Yaro onto the stretcher, the Thirty-Seventh’s surgeon elbowing them out of the way as he bent over the leg still impaled with the stake, which Agrippa held upright.

      “Get it out of me, Racker,” Yaro said between his teeth. “It hurts.”

      Racker exhaled and then straightened, confirming what Agrippa already knew. Even still, it felt like a vise closing around his chest. Like someone had carved out his guts with a dull knife. Because this was his fault.

      “Not good, is it?” Yaro was shaking, his lips blue. “Am I done?”

      “You’re done,” Racker confirmed. “As soon as I pull the stake out, it’s over.” Then he stepped back, his eyes meeting Agrippa’s. “A few minutes, maybe. Say what needs saying.”

      The medics lowered the stretcher to the ground, a crowd of men—all Thirty-Seventh—forming around them.

      “Agrippa.” Yaro’s voice was shaky. “I can’t see.”

      Allowing Quintus to take over supporting his leg, Agrippa moved to his friend’s head, taking hold of his hand and gripping it tight. “I’m here. We’re all here.”

      Marcus knelt in the mud on the opposite side, taking Yaro’s other hand. “Thank you for your service, brother,” he said. “The Thirty-Seventh will not forget your name.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Yaro whispered. “It’s been an honor, sir.”

      Marcus rose, and a heartbeat later, the sound of thousands of fists striking chests in salute filled the air. But Agrippa didn’t let go of his friend’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault.” Yaro’s eyes stared blindly at the sky. “Should’ve seen it. Shouldn’t have stepped.”

      It is my fault, Agrippa wanted to scream. It wasn’t the Bardenese—it was Carmo. And it was meant to be me.

      Except it was better for Yaro to die believing it had come at the hands of the enemy. Better to die not knowing they’d been stabbed in the back by those who were supposed to be their comrades. Their teachers.

      “Pull it out, Agrippa,” Yaro whispered. “It hurts.”

      He didn’t want to. Didn’t want to be the one to end it. But neither did he want his friend to suffer any longer, and to make someone else bear the burden would be cowardice.

      “Please.”

      “All right.” Allowing Miki to take Yaro’s hand, he moved to where Quintus still held his leg, the stake slick with blood. “Keep it steady.”

      Gripping the stake with both hands, Agrippa took a deep breath. “It was an honor to fight with you at my side. And an honor to call you friend.”

      Then he jerked out the stake.

      Blood sprayed and Yaro gasped once before smiling. “Likewise, brother.”

      And then he went still, the spark of life fading from his eyes.

      No one spoke. Not a word, the whole camp at a standstill. Then Hostus’s voice cut the air. “I want a full report on how this came to pass within the hour.”

      Agrippa vaguely heard Marcus say, “Yes, sir,” but the words were drowned out by the roaring pulse of his rising fury.

      Twisting on his heels, he threw the stake to the ground and pulled out his blade. “You know exactly how this came to pass, you backstabbing sack of shit. And you,” he pointed at Carmo, who stood behind Hostus. “I’m going to slit your fucking throat!”

      Then he lunged toward them.
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      “I’m going to slit your fucking throat!”

      Shock ran through Marcus, because for all Agrippa ran his mouth and cursed like a sailor, he never, ever lost control of his temper.

      But the Agrippa lunging toward Hostus, weapon in hand, was thoroughly out of control.

      Instinct had him stepping into Agrippa’s path, but the primus sidestepped him and Marcus barely managed to catch hold of his wrist. He heaved, throwing his weight backward and pulling Agrippa nearly off his feet.

      Face flushed with fury, Agrippa jerked free, but then Felix slammed into him, tackling him to the ground. “Stay down!”

      But Agrippa didn’t listen, grappling with Felix in the dirt until Quintus and Miki threw themselves into the fray and the three of them finally managed to pin Agrippa down. But none of them thought to clamp a hand over his mouth.

      “It was the Twenty-Ninth that set the trap!” he shouted, eyes full of fury. “Not the rebels! It was Carmo’s band of ass-lickers that killed Yaro!”

      Unease ran through Marcus, because if the bad blood between the legions had escalated to murder…

      Hostus huffed out a breath of disgust. “Baseless accusations. Control your man, Marcus. And while you’re at it, have him whipped within an inch of his life for this outrage.”

      “You’re a lying prick, Hostus!” Agrippa was still struggling and Marcus could see the promise of murder in his eyes. “Your dog doesn’t do anything without your say!”

      He wasn’t wrong. But if Agrippa didn’t shut his mouth, it wouldn’t be the lash. It would be the gallows. “Enough!”

      Agrippa’s gaze moved to Marcus, full of outrage. “Sir—”

      “Another word passes your lips and I’ll have you gagged,” Marcus said, and when Agrippa’s teeth clicked shut, he turned to Hostus, seeing that Grypus had emerged from his pavilion at some point and was looking on. “I’ll have a full report to you, sir. And my apologies for my man’s actions. It won’t happen again.”

      “You think apologies are enough, Marcus? Your man didn’t just insult me, he insulted the honor of the Twenty-Ninth. Thirty lashes, and Carmo will do it else you’re likely to use feathers and call it good enough. You haven’t the stomach for proper discipline.”

      Thirty lashes at Carmo’s hand would maim Agrippa for life, if it didn’t kill him.

      “With respect, sir,” Marcus replied, “I will not punish a man who spoke out of grief and whose actions were forestalled before damage could be done.”

      “And if I make it an order?”

      Fear rose in his stomach, but Marcus swallowed it down. “Then it will be me you punish for insubordination.”

      Hundreds of Thirty-Seventh surrounded them. Thousands. And Marcus felt them all stiffen, readying themselves to fight. Willing to go head to head with the Twenty-Ninth if Marcus gave them the order.

      From the look in Hostus’s eyes, he felt it, too. And while the older legatus was no coward, neither was he stupid. Sighing, he looked over his shoulder at Grypus. “You see, Proconsul? It is as I told you. The Thirty-Seventh conduct themselves like children. It’s worth considering when you send your recommendation to the commandant and to the Senate as to whether their apron strings should be cut. I’d suggest at least another year under my care.”

      How many of us will survive another year?

      “You raise an excellent point, Legatus,” Grypus answered. “And having witnessed these events, I will most certainly take it under advisement.”

      Hostus turned back to Marcus, his emerald eyes glittering. “I’ll let it slide this time, Marcus. But I want that report in an hour. And get that body out of my camp before it starts to stink.”

      I hate you. “Yes, sir.” Marcus saluted sharply, waiting until Hostus and Carmo had disappeared back into the command tent before barking, “Disperse.”

      His men obediently backed away, returning to tasks or leisure or sleep without argument. But when he turned, Agrippa was still pinned to the ground, the rest of his patrol standing silently around Yaro’s body. “Get him cleaned up and buried,” he said to them, then to Felix, “Let him up.”

      Agrippa scrambled to his feet, scowling.

      “What happened?”

      “Went on patrol of the area assigned to us. Passed Carmo’s boys coming back in, who said it was all clear. They were dirty…dirtier than normal, but I…” Agrippa scrubbed a bloody hand over his hair, looking away. “I didn’t think much of it.”

      “Agrippa, if you made these accusations because of dirt—”

      “Not just the dirt.” His tone was flat. “We caught sight of smoke and went to investigate. Everything about it felt off. Was too close to camp for the rebels and…” He shook his head. “Fire was built in a hollow. Usual rebel propaganda written on rocks, though half of it was spelled wrong. We were moving in, and that was when I noticed the fire was made from redwood.”

      Marcus’s hands balled into fists, because the Bardenese never burned redwood. They worshipped the trees and forests, believing that they were the spirits of their ancestors. And though the Empire was doing its best to stamp out the pagan practices, on that, the Bardenese refused to bend. The rebels most of all.

      “But I was too late.” Agrippa’s eyes glittered with unshed tears and he scrubbed at them. “Yaro stepped on a pit trap and fell. We got him out, but…” His throat moved as he swallowed. “Would’ve taken hours to make that trap, Marcus. Redwood and bad spelling aside, the rebels wouldn’t have been able to do it without being caught by a patrol. It was the Twenty-Ninth. And they did it because—”

      “You shamed Carmo.”

      “Yeah.” Agrippa’s voice was soft. “Yaro had nothing to do with that, but he’s the one who’s dead. Should’ve been me.”

      “Should’ve been neither of you.” Marcus didn’t even try to keep the anger from his voice because Carmo was going to get away with it. Hostus was going to get away with it, like he did everything else. And there was no escaping him.

      “Want me to go see if I can find any proof?” Felix asked. “Might be one of them forgot a shovel. Or a weapon. Something identifiable as legion gear.”

      Marcus gave a slight shake of his head. “What good is proof when the culprit is judge and jury? We know they did it and they know we know. All we can do now is keep our heads down and have the men watch their backs until we’re free of the Twenty-Ninth.”

      “When? In a year?” Agrippa spit into the mud. “In a year, half the Thirty-Seventh will be murdered and in graves if Hostus has his way, which it looks like that bastard Grypus is going to give him.”

      A problem you just made a hundred times worse, Marcus considered saying but bit his tongue. He’d have reacted no differently if it had been Felix instead of Yaro dead on the ground. “What would you have me do, Agrippa?”

      “Don’t you dare ask me that.” The primus’s eyes flared with anger. “You wanted the job, Marcus. You wanted command. You had Felix and Gibzen beat me half to death and then made me swear never to look higher than the role you set me, so you don’t get to ask me what to do. You’re legatus, so figure it the fuck out before your entire legion ends up dead.”

      Not once had Agrippa ever brought up what had happened at Lescendor, which had made it easy to believe the other young man had chosen loyalty, not been forced into it. But his words suggested something different.

      “Watch yourself,” Felix snapped. “And maybe show a bit of gratitude. If not for Marcus, you’d be having your back opened with a bullwhip right now.”

      “Sycophant.”

      Felix’s hand balled into a fist, but Marcus gave him a shove. “Enough. Our infighting only serves Hostus’s claims that we still require his minding. I’ll hear solutions or I’ll hear silence.”

      Agrippa and Felix continued to glower at each other, and it was Quintus who answered, a knife appearing in his hand only to disappear a heartbeat later. “Eye for an eye?”

      Everyone went quiet, their eyes on Marcus. Waiting.

      It was painfully tempting to give the order. To send Quintus to put down Hostus as revenge. For while Carmo was a cudgel, the Thirty-Seventh’s most infamous assassin was a knife in the dark. But killing Hostus wouldn’t free them from the Twenty-Ninth and even if Hostus’s men had no proof, they’d know who was behind the murder. And it would be war. “No.”

      “So the plan is to do nothing?” Agrippa demanded. “That’s the direction you’re leading us?”

      Marcus’s skin crawled and he turned to see Grypus standing at the entrance of his pavilion, sipping wine while he watched them. Wielding power like a pagan god, able to spare their lives or destroy them with a word. “No,” he said softly. “But when I give the command, nothing might seem good by comparison.”
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      He and Miki and Quintus dug the grave themselves. Backbreaking labor in the cold, rocky ground, but Agrippa had relished the pain in his palms, in his back, in his shoulders, because it distracted him from the pain in his heart.

      His men, all ninety-eight of them, had come out of camp to say their goodbyes as they lowered Yaro into the ground. As they covered him with frozen earth. As he marked the spot with a wooden stake carved with his name and number.

      As he abandoned his best friend to rot in this hostile land that would gladly see them all dead beside him.

      “Aren’t you supposed to go see that girl?” Miki asked.

      They were back in their shared tent, Agrippa silently going through Yaro’s belongings while Quintus and Miki played cards. His gear had gone back into the armory to be used as required, and all that remained was the tiny pile of items that had been in his belt pouch and bag. Some coins. A pair of dice, which Agrippa knew were weighted. A necklace with a copper medallion that had belonged to Yaro’s mother, and which he’d managed to hide through all their years of schooling at Lescendor.

      Holding it up, he said, “Bastard swallowed it. That’s how he got it in.” Boys were stripped of everything when they were delivered to legion training, nothing of the past allowed to follow them through the gates. “But because he could never shit like a normal person, it took him a week to get it back.”

      His friends laughed, Yaro’s infamously slow bowels the subject of much comedy among the Thirty-Seventh. But then Miki repeated, “Well? Are you going? She said she wouldn’t wait.”

      It was because of Silvara that he’d picked the fight with Carmo. And it was the fight with Carmo that had gotten Yaro killed. “No.”

      “You should,” Miki said. “He’d have wanted you to go.”

      “It’s true.” Quintus flopped back on his bedroll. “He lived for you getting the girl. Probably because he never did, the ugly bastard. Reason he hung onto that necklace was to remember the last woman who kissed him without requiring payment in advance.”

      Agrippa huffed out a laugh.

      “Nothing on him matched,” Quintus continued, digging a flask out of his bedroll and taking a mouthful. “Giant nose and a tiny chin and that mole…”

      “Racker offered to remove it, you know?”

      Quintus sat upright. “Did he really?”

      “Yeah, when he was in with the broken leg.”

      “Why didn’t he say yes? Would have been a significant improvement.”

      Flopping back on his own bedroll, Agrippa closed his eyes. “He told Racker that he’d break his hands if he took the mole because it was the mole that made him the ugliest member of the Thirty-Seventh and he wasn’t giving up that honor without a fight.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Miki said. “He was as loyal as they came, so of course he’d be loyal to a mole.”

      Lifting the flask, Quintus said, “To Yaro.”

      “To Yaro,” Agrippa repeated, and knew this would be the last time they’d talk about him. Taking a large mouthful of the awful moonshine, he closed his eyes against the burn then handed it to Miki.

      “Go see the girl,” Miki said after he drank. “You can still make it in time.”

      “Gates are shut.”

      Even without looking, Agrippa could feel his friends roll their eyes and Quintus said, “How fortunate, then, that the Thirty-Seventh is once again stuck freezing their asses off standing atop our walls.”

      “I don’t want to incur any debts.”

      “You are being rutting difficult.” Quintus gave him a kick in the side. “Servius is back with supplies. Go tell him to give you what you need and that it will be even between us.”

      “Then I’ll owe you.”

      “You won’t,” Quintus answered. “We could use a few uninterrupted hours. Listening to you snore really puts a damper on the mood.”

      Lack of privacy was a big downside of shared tents, although Agrippa and Yaro had always made an effort to give the pair time alone when they could. “Fine, fine.” Belting on his weapons and pulling on his cloak, Agrippa shoved the necklace into his belt pouch and stepped out into the quiet camp.

      Dozens of fires burned, young men playing cards or dice or just staring into the flames, though most acknowledged him as he passed. Keeping his head cocked, he waited for the inevitable boom of Servius’s laugh, and was rewarded after a few minutes, following the sound of chatter to a fire.

      Felix and several other Thirty-Seventh were sitting around a bonfire-sized blaze, while Servius stood, obviously telling them a story of some sort. But the largest member of the Thirty-Seventh paused at sight of him then shouted, “Agrippa! Have you come to liven up our party?”

      “You’ll have to do without me,” he said. “I’m here to collect on the favor you owe my boy Quintus.”

      The others all whistled, because while nearly every man in the legion owed Servius, the big legionnaire rarely found himself the one owing. Blowing out an aggrieved breath, Servius said, “Yeah, all right. Let’s go, then.”

      The storehouses were under guard, but not one protested as they walked in, Servius’s role making him the master and commander of all the legions’ supplies, especially given that his counterpart in the Twenty-Ninth was passed out drunk more days than not.

      Retrieving a small sack, Servius handed it to him. “Fill it with whatever you want, then.”

      Agrippa lifted an eyebrow. “Anything? Just what did Quintus do for you?”

      “Was telling you part of his deal?”

      Agrippa briefly considered lying in order to get the sordid details, but then shook his head.

      “Then it’s none of your rutting business.” Servius crossed his arms. “Get on with it. I want to get back to my fire.”

      Eyeing the shelves, Agrippa considered what he’d need to make this night a success, then got to work.
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      An icy southern wind blew through the camp, carrying with it the smell of snow, and Silvara tugged her worn cloak tighter around her body. Her stomach growled angrily, but she’d eaten her meager dinner with the rest of the laundresses, all of them huddled around a tiny fire as fuel was at a premium. Even if they’d been willing to cut down one of the redwoods, it was forbidden, the valuable lumber claimed as property of the Empire. Even the legions were forced to trek deep into the forests to find deadfall to use in their camps.

      Her gaze moved to Hydrilla. No smoke rose from the fortress, their fuel nearly exhausted and what remained being held back for the sake of its defense. As starving and cold as Silvara was, for her family, it was much worse.

      He’s not coming.

      She’d told Carina that she didn’t think he would. With her own eyes, she’d seen Agrippa and his patrol racing back to their camp, an injured legionnaire carried in their arms. Had seen the trail of blood left across the bridge and the grimness in their eyes. And then the rumors had soon filtered in from Twenty-Ninth availing themselves of paid company about some little shit in the Thirty-Seventh in need of a good beating, and Silvara had known they’d meant him.

      “Best hope otherwise,” was all Carina had said, then continued to drill into her all the information she wanted Silvara to extract from the Thirty-Seventh’s primus.

      But now it was past dark and the legion camp had shut its gates and all she was doing was freezing for nothing. Taking a deep breath, Silvara took a step, intending on retreating to her own tiny tent, when a voice said, “Sorry I’m late.”

      She spun to find a shadowy form behind her, recognition dawning only when Agrippa pulled back his hood.

      “Sorry.” The faint light of the moon illuminated his face, which was devoid of its usual smile and shadowed with exhaustion. “Light feet are a hazard of the job.”

      Her pulse thundered through her veins, though less now for the surprise and more for the fact that he was here. “I didn’t think you were going to come.”

      “Then why did you wait for me?”

      She hesitated, then said, “Because I hoped I was wrong.” Because she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the feel of his gladius in her hand.

      Or the feel of him at her back.

      The last thing she wanted was another night with Carina watching her every move, so she said, “Let’s go somewhere else. I don’t want to listen to Agnes snore.”

      “I was hoping you might say that.”

      He took her hand, and a jolt ran through her at the heat of it. His palms were callused from a lifetime wielding weapons, and she found herself unsure of whether she wanted to jerk hers free or squeeze his fingers tighter. Before she had the chance to decide, he led her out of the camp, turning up the lantern he carried to illuminate their path as they ventured to the river, then headed downstream along the banks toward the roaring falls.

      “Have you looked at them?” he asked.

      Her teeth were chattering from the cold, the frigid mist rising up not helping matters. “Not closely, no. We’re told not to wander outside of camp unless necessary.”

      “Was the first thing we looked at when we came here,” he said, then pointed. “See how the river splits? Half goes over the falls, but the other half goes down a hole.” Tugging her hand, he led her out onto the rocks, and Silvara’s eyes locked on the black opening, a shiver of unease running through her.

      “We threw all sorts of things into it,” he said. “Wood and empty bottles and bits of paper. A helmet.” He laughed. “None of it goes downstream. Rastag—he’s our head engineer—drew us all a diagram of his theory that the hole joins the rest of the falls at the base. He believes everything we threw in it got caught in the plunge pool and endlessly recirculates, but I’m not convinced. I think it all went somewhere else.”

      “Where?”

      He shrugged, moving close enough to the hole that her heart skipped. “Somewhere downstream, I suppose. This area has lots of caves. We looked while on patrols but never found anything.” Turning, he grinned. “Makes you want to jump in to see if you can find the answer, right?” He bent his knees. “Let’s do it!”

      Without thinking, Silvara lunged forward and caught his arm, hauling him back even as Agrippa laughed. “Is that a no?”

      “Agnes is right, you must be simple in the head,” she snapped, pulling him farther away lest he get any ideas. “There is no other explanation.”

      “All right, all right. Let’s throw stuff in it instead. It will be fun.”

      Frustration flooded through her, because nothing about this evening was turning out how she’d wanted.

      Then Agrippa burst into laughter, the light from the lantern shaking. “Oh, the look on your face right now is worth your weight in gold. Do you really think I couldn’t come up with a better way for us to spend our time?”

      “My expectations were low.”

      He grinned, then held out a hand. “Trust me?”

      “Not even a little bit.”

      “Want me to take you back to camp instead?”

      That would be wise. Safer, a voice whispered in her head. But another voice, louder and more demanding, screamed for something very different. And it was the voice she listened to. “I don’t want to go back.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With her hand gripped in his, they wove through the forests, the lantern abandoned back at the river and the only light from the moon which filtered through the trees above. Despite the darkness, Agrippa moved almost silently, endlessly amused as she tripped over tree roots and rocks, cursing herself for agreeing to this mad venture.

      Then the faint scent of smoke filled her nose and Agrippa murmured, “In here.”

      Peering into the darkness, she made out a hole in the ground. A cave.

      “There are hundreds of them around these parts,” he said. “Rebels use them, but this one’s a bit too close to camp for their tastes.” Tugging on her hand, he stepped down, and Silvara’s pulse raced as they were swallowed by darkness.

      And then there was light. And warmth. A faint glow filled her eyes, the source of the smoke revealing itself as a fire that had burned down to embers. Agrippa let go of her hand and set branches over the blaze, blowing on the embers until flames licked over them, the smoke disappearing out a small hole in the ceiling above.

      Silvara held her frozen hands over the blaze, feeling slowly returning to her fingertips. And that was when she saw them.

      Paintings.

      The walls were covered with paintings of the forest in the height of summer, all rich browns and greens mixed with pinks and yellows of flowers. Children ran through the woods, faces smiling and laughing.

      And the trees ran with them.

      The spirits.

      Trepidation filled her as she took in the dancing redwoods with roots for legs and branches for arms, smiling faces made out of knots in their wood. It was said when a person’s life ended that their spirit grew from the ground as redwood, the eternal forests not made of trees but from the ancestors. To cut one down was to destroy the spirit, and her heart broke when she thought of how many had been lost to legion axes.

      “Do you like them? The paintings?”

      She hesitated, for the practice of what the Cel referred to as paganism was a crime in their eyes. All along the coast and in the regions of Bardeen that the Empire had brought under its dominion, paintings like these had been completely destroyed, and it had been years since she’d seen anything on this scale. And while rationally she knew that confessing she held to traditional beliefs was probably foolish, her heart told her that this wasn’t a trick. The gesture was genuine, and that, more than the paintings, made her heart fill with unexpected warmth. “Yes. Do you know the stories?”

      “Bits and pieces. My mother had to be careful what she told us, because if she was accused of paganism, she’d have been sent to prison.” He moved to the cave wall, running a finger gently over the artwork. “But I remember my father’s wife decorating an entire room in redwood to spite my mother. She pretended not to care, that it didn’t matter, but I once saw her in that room crying and talking to the wood. Seemed like madness to me at the time, but now I see it was like having a room decorated with the corpses of her ancestors.”

      Your ancestors, too, Silvara considered saying but remained silent, not wanting to disrupt what felt like a confession.

      “Hostus made us take black paint out on patrols to cover any we found but we mostly just dumped it out. Seems a petty thing to do when we’re already chopping trees down by the hundreds. Though with the way we’ve been killing rebels, I suppose hundreds more will grow. Thousands. Tens of thousands.” Agrippa gave a sharp shake of his head, then pulled off his cloak and set it aside. “Although I’d appreciate you keeping that little tidbit to yourself—Hostus isn’t tremendously pleased with me right now.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Just the usual camp politics.” Bending down, he added more wood to the fire. “Trust me when I say that a legion camp is more gossipy than a brothel, especially a camp sitting on its laurels. When we get bored we cause drama for the sake of entertainment. Nothing you need to concern yourself about.”

      Lifting a sack, he pulled out a bottle, and then a feast worth of food. Silvara’s mouth watered as he set it on the flat rock between them. Wax-coated cheeses and cured meats and handfuls of dried fruit and a jar of dark ovals.

      “What are those?” she asked, pointing.

      “Olives stuffed with spices,” he answered. “Grypus will only eat Cel food, so we receive regular shipments via the xenthier stem at Melitene. Same with this particular vintage.” Pulling the stopper, he handed her the bottle. “Forgot to bring cups, sorry.”

      The xenthier stem he referred to was the one that had allowed the Empire to invade the interior of Bardeen. Silvara had never seen one of the crystal paths that crisscrossed the Empire, but to her, they seemed like magic. To be able to touch the tip of a crystal in one place and be instantly transported to the far end of its path boggled her mind. And yet it was how Celendor had conquered the known world, turning every other nation into provinces of its Empire. The Senate apparently paid men and women to travel unmapped paths, bestowing upon them great fortunes of gold if they returned with answers to where paths went. It had been one of these path-hunters who, despite her countrymen’s efforts, had managed to return to the Empire with information of a path that terminated in the heart of Bardeen. And it had been from that path that these legions had come.

      A flicker of anger filled her, and to cover it she looked at the markings on the side of the bottle, though she couldn’t read in any language. “If all of this is the proconsul’s food… Did you…did you steal it?” Was there no end to his love for risk-taking?

      “Steal isn’t quite the right word. Try it—costs ten gold dragons a bottle and the bastard drinks three bottles of it a day, so it must be good.”

      She could work her entire life and never earn that much coin and yet so much was spent on a drink?

      Tentatively, she took a mouthful, smooth red wine washing over her tongue and tasting nothing like anything she’d ever been served. But wary of getting light in the head, she set the bottle back down on the rock.

      “Eat up.” Agrippa took a mouthful of the wine. “If I get caught with this in camp I’ll be digging latrines for the next year, so I can’t take it back.”

      For weeks, she had eaten nothing but thin gruel, coarse bread, and what roots could be harvested from the forest. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had meat. The last time she’d had cheese.

      Snatching up the small wheel, she peeled back the wax and broke off a piece. It was creamy and smooth on her tongue, and she closed her eyes, savoring the flavor. Then another bite and another, before moving on to the rest, her stomach feeling full to the brim alarmingly swiftly.

      Agrippa, she noted, ate only sparingly, sipping occasionally from the bottle as he watched her tear into the spread like a wild animal. There was tension to him tonight, and she knew why. “I saw you today.”

      “Yes, I know. I was there for the conversation.” His voice was light, but from the way his gaze moved from her to the fire, it was clear he knew she wasn’t talking about their meeting that morning.

      “What happened?”

      “Ran afoul of a trap in the woods. Happens.”

      It did happen, but Silvara knew for fact that the rebels hadn’t set this one because rebel scouts had spotted Carmo’s men digging it. The scouts had presumed it was a trap for them, but how events played out suggested something else. Suggested that tensions between the two legions were higher than had been believed, which was something that could be exploited. Yet she could admit none of this without revealing her link to the rebel cause.

      “The young man who was injured…did he—”

      “He’s dead.”

      Agrippa’s tone was flat; he clearly had no interest in discussing the issue, but she pushed anyway. “Who?”

      “Yaro.”

      Her chest tightened, memory of the ugly but cheerful boy filling her mind’s eye. Before she’d met Agrippa, the only names of legionnaires she’d known were those she’d been warned about, like Carmo. But that was no longer the case. Now they were boys she knew. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s nothing. He’s not the first under my command to die and he won’t be the last.”

      It wasn’t nothing. To him, but also, she realized, to her. “But he was your friend, wasn’t he?”

      Agrippa threw a branch onto the fire with enough violence that sparks flew everywhere. “Other than the few times one of us was stuck in medical, I’ve spent every day of my life with him since I was seven. And now he’s rotting in a grave because I fucked up.”

      She flinched at the profanity but asked, “How is it your fault?”

      “I didn’t see the trap.”

      “Neither did he.” And the trap was set by their comrades, whom they had no reason to suspect.

      “He wasn’t in command. I was. My responsibility.” He took another long mouthful of the wine. “I’d rather we talk about something different. Talking about it makes me think about it and thinking about it makes it hard to forget.”

      “You do the dead no honor by forgetting them and their stories.”

      In one quick motion, he was on his feet, pacing back and forth across the cave. “Except that I have to go out and do the same thing again tomorrow, Silvara. Lead my men out and into danger, and how am I supposed to do that day after day if all I can think about is the fallen? For the sake of the living, I have to forget.” Then he rounded on her. “And I certainly didn’t come here with you to sit around weeping about it.”

      “Then why did you come?”

      He opened his mouth, then his teeth clicked shut. For a moment, she didn’t think he’d answer, then he said, “Because it’s what he would have wanted me to do. He was always shit with girls, so he lived for my stories.” He scrubbed a hand over his shorn hair. “I’m sorry. That’s probably not what I should have said. And it’s not that I didn’t want to see you, it’s just…”

      His voice was dull with misery, and she felt the weight of his grief. “It hurts.”

      “Yeah.” He sat back down on rock next to her, picked up the bottle and stared at for a heartbeat before setting it down. “Forty years of service, that is the legion indenture. Which means I have thirty left to go and sometimes I wonder how many of my brothers will be alive at the end of it. Whether I’ll make it to the end of it.” He let out a strangled laugh. “Though with Grypus’s impatience, I’ll probably be dead within the week and all my friends along with me.”

      Her pulse leapt into a gallop. The rebel spy in her demanded that she push for more, that she take advantage of this moment of weakness, of his trust, and dig deep. For of a surety, he was referring to an attack on Hydrilla.

      But then Agrippa’s shoulders bowed, and without thinking, she pulled him against her, her heart fracturing as he exhaled a ragged sob. As his tears soaked the fabric of her dress. And though it was forbidden, she drew in a deep breath and sang a lament of their people, the words flowing from her lips to echo off the painted walls of the cave. She sang of the spirits and the forests, and how a strong soul would grow a tree that reached to the sky. She sang until his muscled shoulders stilled beneath her hands, until his breathing steadied against her throat, and only then allowed the last note to trail away. Then she pushed him upright and kissed his forehead. “For Yaro. May his tree grow to tower above all the others.”

      His hazel eyes were red and swollen, but he still gave her a crooked smile. “If Yaro has turned into a spirit tree, then you’ve definitely given him—”

      “Don’t you dare say it!” She clapped a hand over his mouth, trying and failing to contain her shocked laughter. “You have the foulest mouth, Agrippa. Truly. There are some things you should not jest about.”

      “If I don’t laugh, I might cry again,” he said once she removed her hand. “And I feel I’ve already done enough damage to my image tonight. Besides, Yaro always appreciated a good joke about his—”

      “Don’t you dare! You cannot speak ill of the dead!”

      He gave her a pained expression. “It’s not speaking ill to say that he had a giant—”

      She kissed him.

      His lips were softer than she’d expected, and rather than pulling away after silencing him, as she’d intended, Silvara found herself leaning into him, her hands braced against his chest. Her eyelids drifted shut and her lips parted, a soft gasp exiting her when his tongue touched hers. He tasted like the proconsul’s expensive wine, and his touch had a similar effect, sending a flush of heat through her body.

      And then he pulled back, hand curving around her head, fingers tangling in her hair. Her eyes still closed, she waited for him to say something clever. For him to make her laugh to cut the tension, the way he always did. Instead he stroked his thumb over her cheek, the sensation making her body quiver, making her want to kiss him again.

      “Why are you here?”

      She jumped, her eyes snapping open, certain she’d see accusation. Certain he knew exactly what she’d been sent to accomplish.

      Instead she saw a soft sort of wonder in his eyes, as though he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing, and he said, “What’s a girl like you doing on the edge of a battleground? What are you doing following around the foulest legion in the Empire?” He shook his head. “It’s not right. You deserve better than this, Silvara.”

      He spoke to her not in Cel, but in Bardenese, her native tongue rolling off his with only the faintest of accents. Another surprise, and it occurred to her that this was what she liked best about him: the fact that she couldn’t predict him and the thrill that came along with it.

      Realizing she hadn’t answered, she said, “Fate brings us where we are meant to be.”

      “Why could you possibly be meant to be here? What good can come of it?”

      A question with so many answers, none of them certain. “Time will tell.”

      Agrippa blinked, his eyes refocusing, and he straightened. “Time. Shit. I need to get back to camp before shift changes or I’ll be stuck out all night. We need to go.”

      He swiftly shoved the remains of the food and wine into a sack, then kicked dirt and sand over the fire until it was only glowing embers. Pulling on his cloak, he took her by the hand, leading her unerringly through the darkness and back to her camp.

      On the outskirts, he pulled her to a stop in the shadows before pushing the sack of food into her hands. Pulling her close, he lowered his head to kiss her lips. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” she asked, looking at the precious food that would be enough to feed all the laundresses tomorrow and maybe the day after.

      “Everything,” he answered, and then disappeared into the night.
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      “Sorry for the interruption, sir, but the proconsul wishes to speak with you. You are to attend him in his pavilion immediately.”

      Marcus looked up to see one Grypus’s guards, who were all men of the Ninth. “His pavilion?” Marcus had not been inside those tents since the camp had been first constructed, all of Grypus’s wagons of necessities having arrived in advance of the man himself.

      “Yes, sir. And you are to come alone, sir.”

      There was no declining the request, so Marcus rose and accepted his heavy cloak from Amarin before stepping out into the cold night air. The older legionnaire said nothing as they moved through the quiet camp. The only sounds were the few gatherings around fires, nearly everyone who wasn’t on duty having found their bedrolls.

      Grypus’s pavilion, however, burned bright with lamp light, the cost of the oil the man went through on a daily basis impressive only when not compared to the cost of the wine he consumed. More of the Ninth stood in a perimeter around the crimson-and-gold structure, all of them appearing grim and watchful, though Marcus’s practiced eye told him they were cold and bored.

      A servant greeted him at the entrance, a skinny old man who oversaw all of the proconsul’s other servants and the running of his household, such as it was. He silently accepted Marcus’s cloak, handing it off to another servant before motioning for Marcus to follow him inward.

      It was like stepping back into Celendor, the tent spacious and luxurious with expensive furniture and thick carpets and enough braziers to turn the interior almost balmy. Perfumed oils burned in sconces, masking the scent of the camp with jasmine, and somewhere within, a musician played.

      The servant held aside a curtain, and Marcus passed into a large chamber to find Grypus sprawled across a couch, one of his female companions rubbing his feet with oils while another fed him grapes.

      “Proconsul.” Marcus inclined his head. “You wished to see me?”

      “I did, yes.” Grypus waved away the women, sitting upright even as a third approached with a cup of wine. “Get the legatus one, too. Give him a taste of something finer. Sit, boy. Looking up at you makes my neck ache and I’ve enough aches as it is. Cursed cold province.”

      Though he didn’t care for drink, Marcus accepted the golden cup from the woman and took a polite sip while he waited for the man to speak.

      “I witnessed the day’s events. Heard your man’s accusations,” Grypus finally said, eyeing Marcus over his cup. “Any truth to it?”

      This was dangerous ground, especially given that he could have no expectation of the proconsul keeping any of this conversation in confidence. “It is a difficult thing to prove, one way or another.”

      Grypus snorted, then took a sip from his wine. “You’re always so cautious, Marcus. Which is a fine quality but there are moments when one must be bold! Take action!” He pumped his hand in the air. “That, you’ve yet to learn.”

      “As you say, Proconsul.”

      “Hostus claims there are a good many things you’ve left to learn. That the Thirty-Seventh has yet to learn. That you should spend another year under the guidance of the Twenty-Ninth. What say you to that?”

      Marcus took another sip of his wine, buying himself time. “It’s true that we’ve much to learn, Proconsul. But false that we’ve anything left to learn from them. I’d suggest that Hostus’s recommendation serves the Twenty-Ninth’s ends, not ours.”

      Grypus cackled wildly, motioning for the woman to fill their cups again. “Let’s speak plainly, boy: Hostus is a sadistic prick who is in over his head with this fortress but refuses to admit it. If he knew a way to crack Hydrilla, he’d have done so by now.”

      “It is a difficult mission. And you’ve heard my thoughts on the matter, so I’ll not voice them again.”

      The proconsul’s smile fell away. “I’m not interested in the things you’ve said, boy. I’m interested in what you’ve left unsaid.”

      Rising to his feet, Grypus circled the room. “I’ve seen the way you look at Hydrilla, Marcus. Like a puzzle to be cracked. You know how to do it: you just don’t want to.”

      A bead of sweat rolled down Marcus’s spine, but he said nothing as the man circled him.

      “What’s less clear are your reasons for holding back. Is it that you’re sick of Hostus taking credit for your strategies? Is it that you’re lazy and would rather watch the Bardenese starve than fight them? Is it that you haven’t the balls to give orders that result in casualties? These are the questions I ask myself.” Grypus leaned down next to him, breath hot against Marcus’s ear. “Do you want to know what I concluded?”

      Marcus didn’t answer.

      “Over and over again, you’ve pressed for allowing them to surrender. And I think it’s because if they surrender, they’ll be indentured. Whereas if they are defeated, they’ll be slaughtered. And you don’t want all that Bardenese blood on your hands.”

      His heart skipped, then raced, but Marcus kept his expression neutral. “With respect, Proconsul, my hands have been red for a long time now. I care only for achieving results with the least amount of cost in Empire assets.”

      Grypus huffed out a breath, crossing back over to recline again on his couch. “You would’ve made an excellent politician, boy. Almost a shame you weren’t born first rather than second, else you’d have risen high in Celendrial. If your blood is as blue as I suspect it is, you might have risen to the very top.”

      If only you knew, Marcus thought, but said, “My blood is the same color as every man in the Thirty-Seventh’s.”

      “And it is blood that will be spilled if you don’t serve my will.”

      Anger twisted through Marcus’s veins, but he hadn’t gotten this far in life by allowing his emotions to dictate his actions.

      “These are your options, Legatus.” Grypus drained his cup. “You either come up with a strategy to crack Hydrilla’s defenses or I’ll recommend that the Thirty-Seventh spends another year under Hostus’s nurturing command. And I think we both know your legion won’t survive it.”

      His men’s lives or the lives of everyone living in that fortress. Families. Children. All who’d fall beneath legion blades when those walls fell, the Empire granting no mercy.

      “What will it be, Legatus?”

      The Thirty-Seventh had put their lives in his hands when they’d chosen him to be their commander. His duty was to them, no matter the cost. “If I do this, you must give your word that the Senate will grant the Thirty-Seventh the status it deserves as an autonomous legion. And I also want your word that we’ll be stationed somewhere far away from the Twenty-Ninth.”

      Grypus lifted his cup. “Done. Anything else?”

      “New kits for my men. Half of them barely fit in their armor.”

      “Granted. And I assume there is one more request…”

      Blowing out a long breath, Marcus nodded. “I want to command the battle.”

      Silence.

      “Better that you quietly provide the plan and Hostus executes it, thus his pride remains intact.”

      “No.” It felt like snakes were twisting in Marcus’s guts, because he had no right to refuse an order from this man. He was the property of the Senate, required to bend to its will or meet the gallows, and in this place, Grypus was the Senate’s voice. But there were laws and then there were politics, and the two rarely marched hand in hand.

      “As proconsul, I can grant you this authority,” Grypus said slowly, his brow furrowed. “But it will have consequences, you must know that. If Hostus murders you in one of his rages, I will see him hanged for it, but that won’t bring you back from the dead.”

      To protect his men, he’d bear the consequences. Would bleed for them, if that was what it took. “Those are my terms.”

      “Then we have a deal.” Straightening, Grypus leaned across the table to clink their cups together, and Marcus drank deeply though he barely tasted the wine. “We have a deal,” he repeated.

      “The Bardenese rebels are about to learn the price of defiance.” Grypus’s eyes were full of feral delight. “Tell me, how are we going to achieve our ends?”

      “We are not. I am. And you knowing the particulars was not part of our arrangement.” Marcus rose to his feet. “Thank you for the wine, Proconsul. I look forward to handing you the keys to Hydrilla.”

      Then, handing his cup to one of the women, Marcus left the pavilion.
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      The first light of dawn pierced through Agrippa’s eyelids, waking him and reminding him that too much red wine was never a good thing. Rubbing at his temples, he rolled over, eyes latching on the empty space next to him.

      Yaro.

      He stared at the spot for a moment, then moved his gaze to where Miki and Quintus still slept. Miki had one freckled arm wrapped around Quintus, his face buried in his shoulder, both of them breathing steadily. So he almost felt guilty as he leaned over and shouted, “Wake-up time!”

      Both of them jerked awake, and Agrippa barely managed to dodge Quintus’s fist as he swung it at his nose.

      “You are a horrible person,” Miki groaned, rolling onto his stomach. “I don’t like you.”

      “Lies.” Agrippa drank deeply from his waterskin. “You love me.”

      “How’d it go?” Quintus asked, rubbing his eyes and then rooting around in the piles of garments and weapons for his tunic. “Servius get you set up?”

      “Delivered in remarkable abundance. What did you do for him?”

      Quintus laughed, but whatever explanation he intended to give was cut off by Felix leaning into the tent. “Legatus wants a word.”

      “I haven’t even had breakfast.”

      “Eat later.” Reaching down, Felix dug Agrippa’s breastplate out of a pile of blankets and threw it at him. “What a mess this is. It’s no wonder you three are always last in line to eat. Hurry up.” Then he ducked back out.

      “Must be important if Felix is playing messenger,” Agrippa muttered, sorting gear and weapons into three piles. “I can already feel my day being ruined.”

      “Who cares about your day,” Miki said. “Tell us about your night. Did you see her?”

      “Oh, sure.”

      “Well?”

      “We drank a bunch of Grypus’s wine and then threw the bottles into the waterfall pothole to see if they’d come out the bottom.”

      Miki’s eyes narrowed. “That’s… You’re full of shit. That’s not what you did. Tell us the truth.”

      “Caught me.” Buckling on his weapons, Agrippa led them outside. “We went swimming where the river goes around that big bend downstream. Might have lost one of my balls to frostbite, so we’ll need to stop in to visit Racker later. Was worth it, though.”

      “Nice try,” Quintus said. “Tell us the truth.”

      Rather than telling the truth, which was that the evening he’d planned was ruined by him weeping on a girl’s shoulder, Agrippa continued to regale them with increasingly farfetched scenarios until they reached Marcus’s tent, where the rest of their patrol waited with Felix.

      “In,” the Thirty-Seventh’s tribunus ordered, holding back the tent flap and ushering them all inside. Marcus stood speaking with the Thirty-Seventh’s chief engineer, Rastag.

      Short and round, Rastag was painfully nearsighted and prone to breaking the spectacles he wore perched on his small nose. Ostensibly, he was as trained to fight as the rest of them, but every man in the legion knew he was more danger to his own line than the enemy. But he was a master with war machines and already had several bridges and fortresses to his credit.

      “Good,” Marcus said, abandoning his conversation with Rastag. “You’re here. If anyone asks, I reprimanded the lot of you. Feel free to complain about me at will if it makes your story more convincing.”

      Agrippa wrestled with the desire to say they’d complain with or without permission, and instead lifted one eyebrow. “And the real reason?”

      “I need to get out of camp without Hostus noticing.” Amarin appeared at that moment carrying a bundle, which revealed itself to be the standard cloak and helmet worn by the rank and file. Marcus handed his own cloak, which was embroidered in gold down the back with Celendor’s dragon, to Felix. “Run drills through the morning. Neither Hostus nor Grypus will be up much before noon and you can ignore everyone else.”

      Felix gave him a long look. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I.” Agrippa rocked back and forth on his feet. “Especially since I don’t know what this is.”

      “Soon enough.” Picking up his crested helmet, Marcus pushed it down on his second’s head. Though the pair didn’t look particularly alike, both had golden Cel skin and were the same size and height, so Felix could pass. As he had many times in the past. “Wait until I’m gone. Amarin will bring my horse.”

      “Don’t forget to sneeze every few minutes or so,” Agrippa interrupted, the fact that horsehair didn’t agree with the legatus well known. “And brood the entire time. A few dark glares at the fortress would be fitting.” When they both glared at him, he shrugged. “I’m only trying to make this an authentic performance. Carry on.”

      “It will be fine.” Glancing at Rastag, Marcus said, “You have everything you need?”

      “Hold on,” Agrippa found himself interrupting again, although at least this time it was for a valid reason. “Why is Rastag coming? And more importantly, if I’m taking two of the most important members of the Thirty-Seventh into woods teeming with not just Bardenese rebels but back-stabbing Twenty-Ninth pricks, I need more than eight men.”

      He wasn’t sure if all ninety-eight men under his command would be enough.

      “Agreed,” Felix said. “This is too risky.”

      “Overruled. If anyone asks, which they won’t, Rastag is inspecting infrastructure. Now let’s get underway.” Gesturing at the front of the tent, Marcus said, “After you.”

      Giving Felix a look that he hoped conveyed his deep dislike of this plan, Agrippa headed out of the tent, walking swiftly toward the open gates and into the clear-cut. His eyes skipped to the camp in the distance, where only a few smoke plumes rose. He’d made no promises to see Silvara this morning but had planned on it.

      Would she wonder why he hadn’t come?

      Would she care?

      The group approached the tree line, Agrippa heading for the path he’d taken the day prior, but as they passed beneath the trees, a cold sweat broke on his skin. His pulse roared in his ears and he took a deep breath, fighting to control the rising panic in his gut.

      It will be fine, he told himself. Carmo won’t pull the same shit twice.

      But what if it was something different?

      What if it was something worse?

      He had his legion’s blasted legatus and their most talented engineer and only eight men plus himself to protect them if things went to shit.

      You should have said no, a voice whispered inside his head. Felix would have backed you. Now if something happens, it’s on you.

      A loud crash from behind sent a rush of adrenaline through his veins. Gladius in hand, Agrippa whirled around.

      To find Rastag in a heap, his satchel of supplies somehow having landed half a dozen feet in front of him, his spectacles dangling from a bush.

      “Rutting nightmare this is,” he muttered, moving back through his men to help the engineer to his feet. He dusted him off and handed him his spectacles. “You all right?”

      “Quite well.” Color had risen to Rastag’s round cheeks. “Sorry for the trouble, Agrippa.”

      Guilt immediately flooded through him, because it wasn’t the young man’s fault his eyes were weak. “You can make it up to me by building a catapult capable of launching me over Hydrilla’s walls.”

      Rastag frowned. “I’ve already explained to you that to attempt such an experiment would be surely fatal, Agrippa.”

      The explanation had involved close to an hour of listening to Rastag explaining mechanics and forces, all while scribbling calculations in the dirt. Agrippa had found it tremendously boring but had endured it for the sake of being polite. “We just need to aim it right so I land in something soft like a stack of hay. It’ll work, trust me.”

      Adjusting his spectacles, Rastag peered at him. “I do trust you, Agrippa. Just not with mathematics.”

      Laughing, Agrippa shouldered the satchel, then looked to Marcus. “Where exactly are you wanting to go?”

      “I need a tree tall enough to see into Hydrilla.”

      Agrippa blinked. “But Hostus cut them all down.”

      “Not the ones on the far side of the ravine.”

      The far side of the ravine was rebel territory.

      Tell him no. Tell him it’s too dangerous. Tell him you won’t do it.

      As though sensing his thoughts, Marcus motioned for the men to give them space. Then he stepped closer and said softly, “I met with Grypus alone last night. He gave his word that if we take Hydrilla before the snow flies, the Thirty-Seventh will be granted status and autonomy. We’ll be free of the Twenty-Ninth. I need only come up with a plan that sees it done without putting half the Thirty-Seventh in their graves. Still think this isn’t worth the risk?”

      A plan like that, if it worked, would bring the Thirty-Seventh more than liberty from the Twenty-Ninth. It would bring them fame and prestige and would lead to missions that yielded more of the same. “Will this plan have a role for me in it?”

      One of Marcus’s eyebrows rose. “Still looking to get a statue in the Forum?”

      Asks the person who is almost guaranteed to get one, Agrippa thought, but he said, “I fancy immortality.”

      “If we pull this off, every man in the Senate will be talking about us.”

      “About Hostus, you mean. And the Twenty-Ninth.”

      Marcus hesitated, and Agrippa knew from experience that he was weighing and measuring the advantages of using a piece of information versus keeping it to himself. Then he said, “I made part of the deal with Grypus that I command the battle, which means it will be the Thirty-Seventh going in first.”

      Agrippa felt his eyes widen, the audacity of the request shocking. Legions had to be finished training and granted status before their legatus could take on such a role, and he’d never heard of an exception being made. He opened his mouth to ask whether Grypus had such authority, then closed it again. Because Marcus wouldn’t have made the demand if it weren’t possible. “Hostus is going to kill you when he finds out.”

      Marcus gave a slight nod. “Which is why we keep that piece close until the final hour. He’s used to me doing all the work, so he won’t question me doing so now.”

      True, but it made the plan no less bold because there’d still come a point when Hostus would be told. And Agrippa wouldn’t put it past the older legatus to turn the Twenty-Ninth on the Thirty-Seventh in retaliation for the attack on his pride. Because this was no slight: Having his protégé wrench control of a siege out from under him was a hammer blow to Hostus’s reputation that he’d never live down. “I—”

      “It’s not just going to be my name on the Senate’s lips,” Marcus interrupted. “If you lead the attack, all of Celendrial will be talking about you. All of the Empire. This will be one for the history books, Agrippa. You can trust me on that.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “So what do you say?”

      Agrippa bit the insides of his cheeks, weighing the risks against the rewards. Weighing potential for catastrophe against the opportunity to leave his mark on the world—to be remembered. “I think we should go find us a tree.”
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      They walked along the northern edge of the ravine, keeping far enough away from the edge that lookouts on the opposite side wouldn’t be able to see them. This far away from camp, there was endless deadfall, and the going was slow as they were forced to climb or go around enormous fallen trees that had left swaths of destruction in their wake. Needles crunched beneath their feet, releasing their distinct smell. The fallen trees reminded him of Bardenese mythology, and Marcus idly wondered if the monstrous redwoods resting like corpses across the forest floor had been grown by the souls of those who’d died hundreds of years ago. If they’d grown tired of watching the world go by, and that was why they’d chosen to fall. Or if they’d only faded into nothingness and without them, the tree had lost its will to live.

      They traveled until Hydrilla was faintly visible on the opposite side of the wide ravine. Thick stone walls ran flush to the edge, and the Bardenese kept them patrolled, skilled archers watching for any enemy who might risk the two-hundred-foot climb.

      “Set up a perimeter,” Agrippa said. “Gibzen, you range out a bit. I don’t want any surprises.”

      The men started to move out, but Marcus caught Quintus by the arm. “I’m in need of your skill set.” Taking a page with a detailed schematic on it from Rastag, he set it flat on the ground. “This is the interior of Hydrilla. This here,” he pointed, “is where our tunnel goes under the wall. They blocked the tunnel with debris after we attacked, but they likely still keep fires at the ready to burn whatever poison it was they used against us. What I want you to do is, firstly, ensure this schematic is accurate, for we’ll have no margin of error in this. Secondly, I want you to find a structure that is close to where those bonfires are set that sees little traffic. Understood?”

      “And thirdly,” Quintus replied, “You want me to climb this very tall tree to do it.”

      Just the thought of it was enough to make Marcus feel sick. “Correct.”

      “We don’t have enough rope for this, sir,” Agrippa snapped. “If he falls…”

      He’d be dead. But there was no sense fooling themselves that this venture would be possible without casualties. “Bringing that much rope with us would have caught the eye of the Twenty-Ninth. And besides, Quintus is a good climber.”

      “No.” And to his shock, Agrippa stepped between them, his hands balled into fists. “Quintus, you don’t have to do this. We can smuggle more rope out of camp and bring it with us tomorrow.”

      Agrippa was a risk-taker of the first order, which was exactly why Marcus had made him primus in the first place. He lived for doing jobs no one else could manage, or rather, he lived for the reputation that came from doing it. And taking Hydrilla would be his greatest accomplishment yet. To hear him backing away in the face of such an opportunity…

      He’s still rattled by Yaro’s death.

      Marcus had seen it happen. Seen officers crack under the weight of guilt of losing men under their command. Sometimes, they got over it. Sometimes, Marcus was forced to replace them with someone with the stomach for it. But Agrippa was irreplaceable.

      “I won’t order you to do it, Quintus,” he finally said. “But for this to work, we need this information. So if it’s not you, it’s someone else.”

      “Then you do it, sir.” Agrippa’s eyes burned into his. “You take the risk, for once.”

      Marcus flinched, heat rising to his cheeks. “If I thought I could do it, I would. But everyone here knows otherwise.”

      “I’ll do it.” Quintus started unbuckling his armor. “We’ve wasted enough time pissing around.”

      “Check the perimeter,” Marcus said to Agrippa. “I don’t want anyone seeing what we are doing.”

      Without responding, Agrippa turned on his heel and stalked off into the forest.

      Rastag was loading Quintus with the supplies he’d need to check the schematic, including a spyglass, Quintus nodding every few seconds at the engineer’s instructions. He had the climbing spikes strapped to his feet and the rest hooked on his belt in lieu of his weapons.

      “Take your time,” Marcus said to him. “We’ve got all morning.”

      “Yes, sir.” Quintus turned to the tree they’d selected, the trunk close to twenty-six feet around at the base and well over two hundred feet tall. The bark provided endless handholds but almost no branches for the first fifty feet, which was why Marcus had risked bringing any rope at all. “Don’t stand directly underneath me, sir. I don’t want to land on you if I fall.”

      Nausea rolled through Marcus’s stomach, but he caught Rastag’s arm and pulled him back a safe distance as Quintus began to climb.

      “Perhaps we might discuss the particulars of this plan while we wait, sir.” Rastag sat on the ground, then unrolled another schematic showing the fortress walls and the tunnel running up to them. “In the past, your strategic creativity has not taken into account the laws of physics, so we might determine whether this is feasible before Quintus gets much higher.”

      “Agreed.” No other words came, for he found himself unable to look away as Quintus hauled himself upward, moving at shocking speed, pausing only to hammer climbing spikes into the wood to secure the rope. Already, he was high enough that a fall would surely kill him, and Marcus felt the world around him sway as he imagined what it would be like to look down from such a height.

      What it would be like to fall.

      “Sir?”

      Quintus reached a stunted branch, perching on it with total brazenness as he tied the end of the rope to it before moving higher.

      “We’re going to dig another tunnel.”

      “With respect, sir, not only did our previous efforts yield poor results, the ground is starting to freeze. We can’t hope to replicate the work in these conditions, and certainly not within the time frame the proconsul is holding us to. Perhaps we might direct our minds to other manners of siege equipment…”

      What else the engineer said was little more than noise in Marcus’s ears as he watched Quintus climb higher and higher. Pulling out his own spyglass, he trained it on the young man, his mouth turning sour as he saw how Quintus’s arms were trembling, his face tight with concentration. And fear.

      You made him do this, his guilt whispered at him.

      I gave him the choice.

      Did you? Or did you manipulate him so that there was no answer but yes?

      “He’s making good progress now that there are branches, sir,” Rastag said loudly. “Nearly at the top.”

      And out of rope.

      Marcus clenched his teeth, watching as Quintus unfastened the rope from his harness and tied it off. Twisting, he looked toward the fortress, then shook his head.

      “He needs to go higher.” As Marcus said the words, he heard the wheeze in his voice. Felt the familiar tightness in his chest.

      Not now not now not now.

      Forcing himself to take measured breaths, he looked down at Rastag’s drawings. “We’re not going to dig an entirely new tunnel. We’re—”

      A branch snapped.

      Not up above. But from somewhere in the woods.

      They weren’t alone.

    

  







            17

          

          

        

    

    






Silvara

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Where had they gone?

      For a long time, Agrippa’s patrol was easy to follow, the short boy with the satchel sounding as loud as a bear as he trudged along, though the rest of them were totally silent. But for ten minutes now, she’d heard nothing, and her chest was full of trepidation that she’d followed them into dangerous territory for nothing.

      It had been a spur of the moment decision.

      She’d been on her way to fetch water from the river and had seen them leaving on patrol, all of the young men those she’d expect but for the short one and one other. And it was the one other that had sent her back into camp for a gathering basket and out onto the trail after them.

      She pressed forward, swinging her basket and pausing from time to time to collect lichen and tubers, her ears perked for any sound of motion.

      Carina had been furious with the lack of information she’d learned from Agrippa the prior night, throwing the sack of food at her, though the other laundresses had been glad to take their share. “You were gone for hours and you’ve nothing to show for it,” the rebel leader snarled. “Which causes me to believe it’s not your brain making the decisions but your loins. Rutting in the woods with an Empire boy while our families starve in Hydrilla surrounded by his comrades.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Hecktor saw him kiss you, girl, so spare me your denials.”

      It was just a kiss, she’d wanted to snap, but it was almost better for Carina to believe that they’d been occupied with intimacy than that Silvara had been unwilling to capitalize upon Agrippa’s grief. And even more unwilling to betray his confidence in the personal things he’d shared.

      But following the legatus of the Thirty-Seventh, who was clearly sneaking out of the camp, into the woods to see what he was up to was something she was willing to do. No matter the risks.

      Then she heard voices.

      “He’s making good progress now that there are branches, sir.” The voice was distant but clear, and Silvara’s eyes immediately went up.

      There.

      She could make out motion in the trees. Someone was climbing one of the larger redwoods, barely visible he was so high up.

      What were they doing?

      Before she could consider the answer to her question, Silvara’s skin prickled and she turned her head, catching sight of a shadow moving through the trees. It was one of Agrippa’s patrol: the one with the scars on his face. The one whose gaze always made her skin crawl with primal fear prey feels in the presence of a predator.

      He hadn’t seen her yet, but he was turning, looking—

      A hand clamped over her mouth.

      Terror flooded through Silvara as strong arms pulled her to the ground, the weight of a man on top of her filling her with panic. Then Agrippa’s voice whispered in her ear, “Don’t move,” as he eased his hand away from her lips.

      Heart in her throat, she kept still. Agrippa’s breath was warm against her cheek as he slowly eased the hood of his cloak upward to shadow their faces. He was heavy, the metal of his breastplate cold but his legs warm where they pressed against hers.

      Rolling her eyes upward, she searched for movement through the trees but saw nothing.

      Then legs moved past, less than a dozen feet away, the legionnaire making not a sound.

      “You see anything, Gibzen? I thought I heard something,” one of the distant voices asked. Familiar, but not one of Agrippa’s men.

      It was the other one. It was the Thirty-Seventh’s legatus.

      “No, sir. Must have been a rabbit or the like.”

      “Do another pass. As soon as Quintus is done up there, we’ll head out.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Silvara’s pulse roared in her ears. She felt Agrippa shift slightly, his head turn to watch as the legionnaire moved back out into the woods, his searching eyes somehow skipping over Agrippa’s dark cloak as he carried on past.

      “We’ll use the same tunnel,” the legatus said. “The key—”

      Agrippa’s hands pressed against her ears, muffling sound. Frustration filled her, because if he didn’t want her to listen it meant whatever the legatus was saying was worth hearing. She squirmed, and said as softly as she could, “I can’t breathe.”

      His weight lifted off of her slightly though his hands remained clamped against her ears. But it was enough that she could roll from her side to her back, his elbows resting next to her shoulders, his hips pressing against hers. He looked down at her, one eye still blackened, high cheekbone swollen. Quiet, he mouthed, and she gave a slight nod as he lowered himself, chin brushing her cheek as he watched their surroundings.

      He was hiding her presence. Which meant that he believed if she were discovered, there would be consequences to her. Possibly deadly ones.

      Which meant whatever was being said was dangerous information.

      Her mind raced as she tried to come up with a way to get him to move his hands, but nothing short of force would work. And that would mean revealing her presence, which she wasn’t foolish enough to do.

      I can find out what it is later.

      But could she? Obviously Agrippa didn’t trust her with whatever was being said, so why would he reveal it under other circumstances?

      But now I know he knows something.

      Yet instead of filling her with elation, the knowledge made her feel sick because she knew it meant manipulating and betraying the boy in order to get at the primus.

      They are the same, logic screamed at her in Carina’s voice even as her heart wept, They aren’t.

      They stayed in that position for a long time, bodies pressed together, the heat of him keeping her warm despite the coldness of the ground. She could feel his tension, the slight tremor in his arms from the effort of holding his weight off her chest while keeping her ears muffled. His cheek brushed hers, sending sparks flying over her skin and making her abruptly aware of all the places their bodies touched. Of the intimacy of the position.

      Then he let go of her ears, his lips pressing against one of them and causing a shiver to run through her. “Don’t move until we’re gone. Then go straight back to camp, understood?”

      She gave a tight nod, immediately feeling the absence of his body as he stood and disappeared on silent feet in the direction of the voices.

      “We need to get moving,” she heard him say. “Felix will be starting to fret and he’ll give himself away.”

      “We got what we came for,” Marcus said. “If we—”

      “Perfect,” Agrippa interrupted. “Let’s talk about it back at camp, preferably next to a warm fire. I’m freezing my balls off.”

      A few faint chuckles, and the soft pad of feet, and then silence.

      Silvara didn’t move. Didn’t so much as twitch as she listened to the wind whistle through the trees above, the branches of the towering redwoods creaking and groaning. The souls of her people who had come before watching her.

      Judging her.

      And probably finding her lacking.

      What had been said? she silently wondered. Agrippa’s friend, Quintus, had climbed to the very top of one of the trees, and she had to think it was because they were trying to look inside the fortress.

      But to what end?

      To see what the rebels were doing would be the obvious answer except it didn’t explain the legatus’s presence and it certainly didn’t explain Agrippa’s reaction to her discovering them. They had been planning something and, considering the singular goal of the legions was to bring down Hydrilla, it must be part of a plan to attack. And given the tone of their voices, whatever Quintus had seen had pleased them greatly.

      Unease rose in Silvara’s chest, and judging them long gone, she rose to her feet and started toward the ravine. Reaching the edge of the tree line, she stopped, staring at the fortress on the opposite side. Warriors patrolled the walls, one of them quickly noticing her presence, though he was too far away for her to make out his face. One of his fellows lifted a spyglass to his eye, and she waited to see if he recognized her. Waited for some acknowledgement, though she knew for them to do so would be foolish. But the man only lowered the glass and continued his slow walk down the length of the battlement.

      What weakness did you see?

      Part of her wanted to attempt to climb the same tree, to find the vantage Quintus had and look down into Hydrilla to see what he’d seen. Except she had neither the rope nor the skill required, and even if she made it to the top, she had no idea what to look for.

      Agrippa knows.

      Her chest tightened, the need to find out the information any other possible way making her want to attempt the climb no matter the risk.

      Your family is in there. And the legions are planning to attack them. To kill them.

      If only she could get him to tell her something, anything, maybe it would be enough that the rebels could repel the attack.

      Maybe she could make a difference.

      Silvara stood staring at the fortress, and it was only when she started to lose feeling in her toes that she moved, retrieving her basket and heading back toward camp.
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      He kept waiting for his heart to stop hammering. For his pulse to cease its endless roar. For his guts to quit twisting.

      But hours after they’d made it back to camp, after he’d made his men run drills and spar and memorize new codes, Agrippa still felt like he was about to vomit.

      Why had Silvara been out there?

      What had she been thinking?

      What had she heard?

      It was the last that haunted him, because Marcus had explained a critical piece of his mad plan with Silvara only a dozen paces away. A piece that, if revealed, would get men killed. And she would never have gotten that close if Agrippa had been paying attention.

      But instead his eyes and mind had kept going upward to where Quintus was climbing, his fear of his friend falling, of another of his friends dying, seeming more important than everything else. And his distraction had nearly gotten Silvara killed—for a surety, if she’d been caught within earshot, that was what Marcus would have ordered. There’d have been no choice. Not with the lives of every man in the Thirty-Seventh on the line.

      Which they still were, because he had no idea how much she’d heard.

      “I’ll be back,” he muttered at Quintus and Miki when they were done with their duties for the day. “Get everyone to clean their shit and put their tents in order. Felix is definitely going to hit us with an inspection.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to deal with something.”

      Pulling his hood up against the icy wind, he left camp, weaving his way through the groups of Twenty-Ninth at liberty, all of them heading toward followers’ camp. But with his face in the shadows of wool and fur, none of them paid him any mind.

      He stepped into the maze of tents and canvas, hurrying through the narrow paths, his nose filling with the stink of unwashed bodies and filth and smoke and the ripe stench of corpses, more followers having obviously succumbed to conditions.

      Reaching the laundry tent, he ducked inside, admonishment on his lips.

      But though the other women were there, Silvara was not.

      What if she didn’t make it back?

      What if she’s still out there?

      What if another patrol caught her?

      Panic rose in his chest, then Agnes said, “She’s minding the fire.”

      He headed out the rear of the tent to find Silvara lifting a kettle off the tiny fire. At the sight of him, she froze.

      “We need to talk.” The words came out sharper than he’d intended, especially given the only thing he was feeling was relief that she was all right.

      Her jaw worked from side to side, an argument rising in her eyes even if it had yet to reach her lips. But all she said was, “Let me give this to Agnes first.”

      Habit made him want to carry the kettle in for her, but instead he crossed his arms and waited while she brought it inside, exiting a few moments later with her patched cloak over her shoulders.

      Wary of the endless ears in the crowded camp, he led her out into the forest, not saying a word until they reached a clearing. Then he stopped and rounded on her. “You better have a rutting good explanation, Silvara. Because I don’t think you can begin to appreciate how close you came to getting yourself killed.”

      The brown eyes that met his did not so much as blink. “We needed the food. All the ground near camp has been picked clean thrice over, so I decided to go farther afield looking for lichen.”

      “Lichen?” He stared at her, horrified. “You risked your life for lichen?”

      “When you’re starving, not looking for food is risking your life. Not that I’d expect you to understand what it feels like to go without.”

      “I might understand your motivation somewhat better if I hadn’t given you days’ worth of food last night.”

      She looked away. “Yes, well. I gave it away to those who needed it more.”

      Of course she had. Never mind that she was starved to the point of emaciation and so weak she could barely carry a bucket. “If you needed more, you should have asked me. I would’ve gotten it for you.”

      She crossed her arms. “I can provide for myself. I don’t need an Empire boy to take care of me.”

      An Empire boy. Because that was all he was. A number.

      “Be glad this Empire boy decided otherwise,” he snapped. “Else you’d be dead in the woods with a slit throat. Gibzen wouldn’t have hesitated. None of them would have.”

      “Then why did you?” Her voice quivered, but her gaze was defiant. “Given there were apparently things going on that I wasn’t meant to see or hear, why didn’t you kill me?”

      Because I like you. Because you didn’t ask to be involved in this. “I’d fall on my own blade before hurting you, Silvara. But I betrayed the trust of my men—my friends—to protect you. And I’ve never done that for anyone.”

      And though he might be a fool for it, he'd do it again if that was what it took to keep her safe.

      “Why?”

      He couldn't explain. So instead, he curved his fingers around her cheek, and bending his head, he kissed her.

      Silvara let out a soft gasp of surprise, then her arms were around his neck, her tongue chasing over his. She tasted liked sweet nettle tea, her lips soft and warm as he pulled her against him, as he kissed her harder. Her hair was like silk between his fingers as he moved from her lips to her jaw to her throat, her soft whimper sending a hot flood of desire through him.

      He lifted her up, her shoulders against a tree and her legs around his waist, her skirts sliding up to reveal naked skin he’d dreamed of touching, and he ran his hand up her thigh, feeling her quiver. Feeling her run her fingers through his hair as her lips captured his again.

      His pulse raced, because this was a forbidden thing. A line he’d never crossed. Not the kissing but the caring. For as much as he wanted to strip the clothes from her body to satisfy his lust, he wanted her. Wanted to make her smile, to hear her laugh, and to keep her safe from the nightmare the Empire had brought down on her world.

      You are the nightmare.

      The thought was worse than a kick to the balls and he jerked away from her, stumbling back. “I can’t.” He wiped a hand over his mouth, because he could still taste the sweetness of her lips. “I can’t do this. Can’t have my loyalties divided this way. Just…please don’t tell anyone what you saw today, all right?”

      “Agrippa…”

      She reached for him and he took a staggering step back, because he knew if he felt her hands on him again, that his willpower would crack. “Please, Silvara. Just promise you won’t say anything. Promise me I can trust you.”

      Her chin trembled, but she nodded once.

      “It’s getting dark. You need to get back to camp.” I can’t leave her out here. “I’ll take you back.”

      Careful not touch her, he led her back through the trees, stopping at the edge of the forest. The sun was nearly set, the only light an eerie blue twilight that filtered through the clouds, and as he turned, fat snowflakes began to fall. “I’ll ask about getting food to the camp. Just…just don’t go wandering out there again.”

      She was shivering violently, the wind rising higher by the minute, a storm coming. And it was all he could do not to pull her into his arms to warm her. Except if he did, he’d stay. Would find her something to eat and wood to burn for heat and then stay with her through the night. And one thing would lead to another. And tomorrow, everything would be a thousand times worse.

      “Don’t go,” she said softly. “I don’t want you to.”

      His eyes burned, and he rubbed at them before they could betray him. “Goodnight, Silvara.”

      Then he walked away.
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      “You shouldn’t be in here,” Felix said under his breath as they approached the tunnel. “Some of that smoke might still linger.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Whether that was the truth or not, Marcus didn’t know. His attacks weren’t set off as easily as when they were children, but it could still happen. And to have his illness discovered after keeping it secret for so long was not something he wanted to contemplate. Especially given the consequences.

      Flanked by their escort, they stepped into the darkness of the tunnel, Felix holding a lamp to light their path. Even now, there was a faintly acrid scent in the air that left a metallic taste on his tongue, and he briefly considered going back. Except he hadn’t made it this far in life by backing down, and he refused to do so now.

      The tunnel had been built wide enough to allow four men to walk side by side, the ceiling braced with thick beams of redwood, the ground worn smooth. Deep enough beneath the surface that it couldn’t be collapsed by Hydrilla’s catapults, it angled upward with the slope of the hill, where it had passed beneath walls Marcus knew to be twelve feet thick. Hostus’s plan had been to attempt to take the fortress through the tunnel, and if that proved too difficult, to collapse the tunnel and a section of the wall and take it through the breach.

      Except the Bardenese knew their business.

      They’d heard the noise of the digging and dug a tunnel of their own to meet it, filling it with poisonous smoke so that when the digging soldiers broke through, they were overcome. Dozens dead and the rebels had barricaded the tunnel once again with debris, most likely with their smoke traps waiting to be lit if the legions tried to move the rubble.

      The barricade appeared, illuminated by the lantern light, and Marcus signaled silence to the men with him as he approached, eyes running over the rocks. Nothing that couldn’t be removed with effort, but to attempt to gain the fortress again by the same method would be folly.

      And that wasn’t the reason why Marcus was here, anyway.

      Standing entirely still, he listened. And then faintly, barely audible over the sound of dripping water and the howl of the draft, he heard voices. He reached up to the top of the barricade, cautiously pulling loose one rock and setting it on the ground. Then another and another, careful never to make a sound. And when he caught sight of a pinprick of light, he motioned for Felix to put their lantern out entirely before easing out the final rock.

      A beam of firelight shot through the hole he’d made, barely large enough to fit his fist, and with it came voices speaking in Bardenese.

      “Maybe we should take their deal,” a man said. “Maybe turning them down was a mistake.”

      “We didn’t turn them down, you fool,” a woman answered. “We catapulted their messenger’s head into their camp. I think it’s fair to say their deal has expired. And even if it was still on the table, do you want your children taken from you and forced into indenture? Made to scrub some Cel patrician’s floors and empty his chamber pots, earning their freedom too late in life to do anything with it?”

      “It’s better than dead,” the man retorted. “We’ve nothing to feed them, Shaeva. I’m not barefoot because I like the cold. My wife boiled my boot leather to feed our children, and my boots were the last to go. We’ve got nothing. There is nothing. At least scrubbing floors is a life.”

      “If we concede, Bardeen will fall,” a third voice, that of an older man, said. “Hydrilla is the spirit of the rebel cause, ever defiant against Celendor and its armies. Better for every man, woman, and child in this fortress to starve in defiance than to bend their knees to the Senate.”

      “Easy for you to say!” the first snarled. “Your daughter is safe!”

      “She is many things but safe isn’t one of them! You know what she’s been asked to do! You know the risks she’s taking!”

      The woman, Shaeva, made pacifying noises. “The legions are still licking their wounds, my friends. And they will lick them again tomorrow if they try again. And the next day. All we need to do is stay strong until the winter winds blow in from the south and drive those tree-burning bastards back to the coast as they have always done before.”

      “Not this time,” Marcus said in Bardenese, feeling Felix start next to him. “The winter winds will not save you.”

      He heard the panicked intakes of breath, the mutters to get reinforcements, to light the bonfires, and he swiftly added, “Calm yourselves. I’m here to talk, not to fight.”

      Silence.

      “There is a xenthier terminus not an hour from where we stand,” Marcus continued. “A stem that delivers supplies from the heart of Celendor, a place where the cold never reaches. Where crops yield all throughout the year. And it is nothing for the Senate to supply us through this winter and the next and the next. Especially with a prize within its grasp. All of which you know. So I tell you again, winter will not save you.”

      “Lies,” the older man snarled. “Trickery in an attempt to see us surrender and spare yourself a fight.”

      “No lies,” Marcus said even as he lied through his teeth. “Stand on your ramparts tomorrow and watch the wagons arrive if you don’t believe me. Watch while we feast and your children starve for the sake of your pride.”

      “Is it pride that we fight for our freedom, you Cel vermin?” the woman spat. “Some things are worth dying for.”

      “And some worth living for, even if it’s not the life one dreamed of,” Marcus countered. “You chose this path, but what of your children? Did they ask to be locked in this fortress? To starve and die because their parents value principle over their lives? Do they applaud your heroism, or do they weep for the pain in their bellies?”

      Silence. Or nearly so, for he could hear their breathing, rapid with fear and uncertainty and doubt.

      “Tomorrow,” he continued, pulling an orange he’d taken from Grypus’s supplies out of his belt pouch, “we will offer Hydrilla the opportunity to surrender its children into service to the Empire. It might not be the life you wished for them, but it is a life. And they’ll have the opportunity to make of it what they will, whereas this path will only see them dead.”

      “Never!” the older man hissed. “You’re mad to believe we’d concede to such a thing.”

      “It’s up to you,” Marcus answered, peeling the orange, the citrus smell filling the tunnel. “I tell you now only so that all within Hydrilla know the choice is there. For I know better than most how higher powers keep information to themselves in order to maintain control. Knowledge is power.”

      He turned to walk away, but the other man—the one with the children—called out, “Wait!”

      Marcus paused.

      “How do we know you won’t just kill them if we hand them over?” the man demanded. “What certainty can you give that we won’t watch our children be slaughtered by legion blades?”

      “Because I give you my word. And my word is something that I always keep.”

      “Who are you?”

      “The legatus of the Thirty-Seventh legion.”

      There was the sound of falling rocks as the man climbed up the barricade, peering through the hole Marcus had made. Taking the lantern from Felix, Marcus held it up as eyes appeared, illuminating his face.

      “It is you,” the man whispered. “I recognize your face.”

      “Noon tomorrow,” Marcus replied, reaching up to set the orange within the man’s reach. “You have until then to make your decision.”

      Turning his back on the barricade, Marcus strode down the tunnel, Felix at his side. But it wasn’t until they were well out of earshot that his second hissed, “What was that about? Now we’ve lost the ability to listen in on their plans by revealing the chinks in their barricade, which they are sure to bolster. But more importantly, you don’t have the authority to offer that deal.”

      “Yes, I’ve no doubt that they’ll be filling the tunnel with rubble even as we speak,” Marcus answered, glancing up at the night sky. “As for the other, you’re going to help me with that.”

      “How so?”

      “By manipulating the proconsul’s fondness for the Thirty-Seventh’s finest fighting man, obviously.”

      Felix made an aggrieved noise but said nothing as they made their way back to camp. Marcus pulled his cloak close around him as the wind sliced through his clothing with impressive force, his summer blood disliking the chill. “I’m going to talk to Hostus. Alone.”

      “No,” Felix said flatly. “If he gets upset, he’ll hurt you. And you never fight back.”

      Because fighting back was what Hostus wanted. As much as the older legatus depended on Marcus’s strategies to make him look good, the darkness that lurked inside Hostus’s mind hungered for an excuse to put Marcus in the ground the same way he had Dareios. “It will be fine. I’ve a solution for him, which will put him in a good mood.”

      They approached the command tent, the dragon banners flapping wildly outside of it. “He occupied?” he asked one of the men on duty, knowing well that if he interrupted Hostus while he was entertaining himself that all he’d net tonight was a beating. But the man only shook his head, so Marcus added, “Ask him if I might have a moment to discuss new information.”

      The guard stepped inside the tent, then back out a heartbeat later, giving Marcus a nod. “Stay out here,” he muttered to Felix, then went inside.

      Hostus sat on his oversized chair, a slab of rare-cooked meat sitting on a plate of fine porcelain before him, blood pooling around it.

      “I was under the impression supplies were arriving tomorrow,” Marcus said, annoyed that they’d come early though it likely wouldn’t do much to harm the plan he’d set in motion.

      “They are.” Hostus leaned back. “I hunted this down myself, though I’d be glad to share.”

      It was hard not to gag, because Marcus highly doubted it was a deer Hostus had found wandering in the woods. “I already ate, thank you. If you’ve a moment, I’ve an idea on how we might take Hydrilla without us both losing half our men.”

      Hostus took a bite, but as he chewed, he said, “Wasn’t planning on losing half my men. Just all of yours.” Then he laughed, revealing a mouthful of half-chewed meat. “I jest, of course. We would not put our little brothers in so much danger as that, my little apprentice.”

      Biting down several retorts, Marcus gave a slight smile, then extracted a schematic of the fortress from the pile. “I propose that we use the tunnel we’ve already dug to gain access to the fortress and attack the rebels from the rear.”

      “This is not a new plan,” Hostus replied flatly. “And it failed the first time, for which I’ve not forgiven you.”

      I told you it wouldn’t work, you jackass, Marcus thought, but said, “We will go about it somewhat differently. I propose we dig a second tunnel running beneath the original, giving us access to this stable, here.” He pointed to the schematic. “It’s not in use; all livestock have long since been slaughtered, so we can do it undetected.”

      “We don’t have time to dig another tunnel; winter is nearly here.”

      “Not full width, no,” Marcus agreed. “But enough time to dig a narrow passage that men can get through one at a time, where they can group in the stable.”

      Hostus leaned over the map. “How big is this stable?”

      “Big enough to fit twenty men, though it will be tight.”

      The other man let out a snort of disgust. “You’ve taken leave of your senses. There are three thousand warriors in Hydrilla. You think twenty men is enough to distract them on the walls so that we can attack?”

      Shaking his head, Marcus pointed to where the original tunnel opened. “They will attack the men in position here. Clear the fires and prevent them from making any of their poisonous smoke. Then we collapse the new tunnel, spilling the barricade they’ve put in place into the hole, allowing us to send in enough men to draw the Bardenese off the wall to fight them. Then we attack.”

      Silence.

      Then Hostus was on his feet, his plate flying to crash to the floor. “Are you trying to make me look the fool again, Marcus? They’ll hear us, same as before!” He circled the table, hands balling into fists. “You’re trying to trick me. Trying to make me look stupid.”

      “I’m not.” Marcus held his ground, despite the fear rolling in his guts. “The key is to make a lot of noise. Everyone on duty, day and night as we dig, and they won’t be able to hear us. We’ll build blinds to hide the men going in and out of the tunnel to dig but allow them to see us constructing siege equipment. Trust me, they won’t see it coming.”

      Hostus paused. “Why didn’t you suggest noise before? Save us the shaming and defeat?”

      “There was too much dirt being excavated to hide what we were doing. But this time there will be far less.”

      “Twenty men still won’t be enough. They are expecting us to try to use the tunnel—it’s under heavy guard.”

      “Is,” Marcus answered. “But not for much longer. I…put a ploy in play that will have them filling the tunnel with more rubble. Enough that they’ll lower their guard, believing the barricade will do its duty, especially given that we’ll be posturing heavily that we are moving for a frontal attack.” The details flowed from his lips, his heart beating the staccato of terror until Hostus relaxed, moving back to his seat. “It will work, sir.”

      “So you say.” Picking up his wine cup, Hostus drank deeply. “But I want more assurance that this isn’t all to make me look stupid in an effort to have the commandant take you away from me. It will be your twenty men who go in. And your men who flood the tunnel once it’s collapsed. I know you’re too soft to send them to their deaths for the sake of shaming me.”

      It was a struggle not to smile. “They will consider it an honor, sir.”

      “And you’ll do the labor. The boys under your command will fit better into tight spaces than my men.”

      “Of course, sir. It will be far more efficient.” Especially if we want it completed anytime soon.

      “Go and see it done. I’ll advise Grypus when I’m finished eating.”

      And take all the credit. “Yes, sir.” He saluted, then turned to leave, but then his skin prickled.

      Stopping, he looked over his shoulder to find Hostus standing right behind him.

      “I know what your terror smells like, boy,” he said. “And this isn’t it. So allow me to remind you that if you cross me in any way, if you shame me in any way, I will carve out your heart and eat it off one of Grypus’s fancy plates. Am I understood?”

      Marcus allowed his fear to rise, allowed it to push past the barriers he’d built in his mind so that Hostus could see it in his eyes. Could smell it on him. “Yes, sir,” he answered, then walked away.

      And smiled. Because fear didn’t control him. And soon, neither would Hostus.
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      They woke the next morning to a foot of snow on the ground and orders for the Thirty-Seventh to start felling trees for a blind, because later that afternoon, they were to start digging.

      Felix stood before the Thirty-Seventh’s centurions, handing out orders for who was to do what and when, but just as he called Agrippa’s name, Carmo appeared. “The legatus has another job for your primus and his men.”

      “Excellent,” Agrippa replied despite the words being directed at Felix. “Felling trees is tremendously boring. What delightful task does Hostus have in mind for us?”

      “Grave digging.” Carmo spit at his feet. “Since you did such a good job of that the other day.”

      Fiery fury burned through Agrippa’s veins but instead of allowing it to get the better of him, he said, “It’s not good for morale to dig the graves before the battle is fought, but I suppose given the Twenty-Ninth’s history, it’s a pragmatic choice.”

      Carmo’s thick brow furrowed—likely because he didn’t know what pragmatic meant—then he said, “Not for us, you smart-ass little shit. Got a mite bit cold in followers’ camp last night and there’s a bunch of them frozen solid. Drag them out and bury the bodies.”

      Agrippa’s stomach dropped. Please let her be all right. Please don’t let her be one of them.

      Felix gave Carmo a frosty stare. “And what is being done to prevent this from happening again tonight?”

      “Nothing.” Carmo lifted his shoulder in a shrug. “You know how it goes, sir. They follow. We pay them for the things they do for us. The rest is their problem.”

      “As always, Carmo, your empathy for others is a guiding light for us all,” Felix answered. “Now piss off.”

      “Yes, sir.” The older primus smirked at Agrippa, then shouldered his way through the Thirty-Seventh’s centurions.

      Felix’s jaw worked back and forth. “If Hostus wants it done, there’s no way around it.”

      Digging graves was the least of his concerns—his fear was that one of them might be for Silvara. Agrippa saluted sharply, then strode to where his men waited, trying to hide his panic. Trying to keep himself from sprinting down to that camp, because if he’d left her and she’d frozen… “Grab shovels. We’re on grave duty for followers’ camp.”

      Wordlessly, all ninety-eight of them complied, falling in behind him and Miki and Quintus as they headed out of camp. His stomach was a twisting ball of acid, but he managed to order half of them to head into the woods to find a clearing and start digging, the rest to move through the camp to drag out the bodies.

      And that was when his control fractured.

      Striding into the mess of tents, he broke into a run and wove through them to the laundresses’ tent, his chest tightening at the sound of women wailing inside. Pushing aside the flap, he went in.

      It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light, but when they did, it was to find the laundresses huddled over a still form, none of them Silvara. And of the corpse, all he could see were worn boots and brown skirts. “Who…?”

      They turned, their ranks parting enough that he could see Silvara sitting on the ground, Agnes’s head resting in her lap, the old woman’s eyes glazed and sightless.

      Relief flooded through him, but it was immediately chased by guilt. And grief. Because this needn’t have happened.

      Silvara lifted her beautiful face, her eyes red and her cheeks streaked with tears. “I gave her my fuel. My ration. My extra blanket. But I should’ve stayed with her instead of—” She broke off, giving a sharp shake of her head. “It’s my fault.”

      None of the other women said anything. Offered no words of comfort. And Agrippa wanted to scream: What did any of you do? What’s wrong with you that you allow a girl to take the blame for this? Instead he said, “She wasn’t a young woman, Silvara. Even if you’d been there, it’s likely nothing you could have done would have made a difference. And you did more than anyone else bothered to do for her.”

      The women shifted restlessly, avoiding his gaze. Except for the one he’d heard called Carina. She stared him down with cold eyes. “Why are you here?”

      “We’re under orders to bury the dead.”

      “We can bury our own.”

      “I’m sure you’d do as good a job of taking care of your dead as you did the living.” He held her stare. “Legatus Hostus ordered us to bury them. If you wish to voice a complaint with him, be my guest.”

      Carina looked away, and he huffed out a breath of cold amusement. “That’s what I thought.” Looking to Silvara, he said, “Do you need more time with her?”

      She shook her head. Easing the old woman’s head out of her lap, she bent to kiss her cheek. “Are we allowed to come see her laid to rest?”

      The answer should probably be no. But Agrippa had no intention of asking permission. Or of begging forgiveness if anyone had a problem with it. “If you want.”

      Stepping forward, he bent down to lift Agnes, struggling not to cringe as he did. Not because she was dead, for he’d seen more corpses than he could ever count, but because she was feather weight. Nothing but skin and bone in his arms. Starved and frozen and it was no wonder her heart gave out.

      He carried her through the maze of tents to the open space where his men were bringing the bodies, deeply aware of Silvara following a few paces behind. Heard her gasp of anguish as she caught sight of the rows and rows of bodies already laid out on the ground. Lowering Agnes next to a dead man he recognized as a cobbler, he fixed her skirts so they covered her scrawny legs, then stood. “Have we got them all?”

      “Just about, sir,” Quintus said, he and Miki setting another corpse down. “Only a few more.”

      A crowd of followers had gathered, many crying, others just staring dead-eyed at the corpses, probably imagining that they were soon to join them. Many of them likely would.

      They loaded the bodies onto skids pulled by horses and then started down the trail into the woods, a crowd following after.

      “We should send them back,” Quintus said under his breath. “If the rebels attack, we can’t protect them. Not this many.”

      “They won’t attack. Not while we’re burying dead.” He could feel Silvara’s gaze on him, but he resisted the urge to turn. “The Bardenese aren’t like us.”

      A half hour of walking took them to the clearing where the rest of his men were working, sweating from the effort of digging in the partially frozen ground. Orders slipped from his lips, his men moving to assist the process or to scout or watch the perimeter. But it felt like it was someone other than him saying the words, like he was watching the scene from a distance. Judging the situation. Judging himself.

      Do something to make this better.

      “Who has an axe?” His voice rang out over his men.

      Uther straightened from where he was unloading a body. “I have one, sir.”

      “So do I, sir!” another voice rang out from inside one of the graves.

      “Perfect. Fell a few trees and get fires burning before I freeze my balls off. Not the redwoods, mind you. Those are the proconsul’s property.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Stepping closer to Quintus, he said, “Command is yours. Dig them deep or the bears will come rooting around.” And before his friend could ask questions, Agrippa strode into the woods.
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      Silvara watched Agrippa stride out of the clearing, bow in hand.

      “Go,” she heard Carina hiss, the woman having been furious when she’d told her Agrippa had broken it off. “Convince him to change his mind. This might be your only chance.”

      She’d told the rebel leader that Agrippa had ended it between them. She’d also told Carina why and had sat through an hour of the woman’s blame and accusations for having bungled the perfect circumstance with her ambition. “What were you thinking, following them?” Carina had snarled. “Did you think that they wouldn’t catch you? That there wouldn’t be consequences?”

      Silvara had held her tongue, knowing there was no point in admitting to the woman that she’d wanted to discover useful information in a way that hadn’t involved deceit and manipulation and seduction. That she’d seen the moment as an opportunity to make a difference in a way that didn’t cause her to cringe in shame.

      And she’d come so close.

      “The only thing we’ve learned is that the primus knows the plans, which we already knew,” Carina had said. “But now the opportunity to learn them from him is lost.”

      And with it, nearly any chance they had of saving Hydrilla. All they could do now was pray that winter would chase the legions away, but given the number of supplies rolling into their camps, that seemed less and less probable. Her eyes burned, knowing that she’d failed her family. That she’d failed her people. That the moment she’d had to make her mark—to make a difference—had come and gone.

      And that hadn’t been the only thing she’d lost.

      Closing her eyes, she remembered the naked distress on Agrippa’s face when he’d spoken of betraying the trust of his men—of his friends—for her sake. If only she hadn’t put him in that position…

      “Silvara,” Carina repeated, pulling her from her thoughts. “Go!”

      Lifting her chin, Silvara ignored her. He’d know that her running after him to plead forgiveness would be out of character. Would suspect her intentions. And she’d already hurt him enough with nothing to show for it. So instead, she watched several of the men fell trees, which they swiftly chopped into firewood. With equal expedience, they created several roaring fires, then one of the men whom she recognized as Agrippa’s friend Quintus said, “Get yourselves warm. We don’t want to have to dig more holes than necessary, right?”

      Caught in the crowd, Silvara stepped closer to the flames, welcome heat soaking into her bones. She hadn’t been warm since the night Agrippa had taken her to that cave, and her body ached from the constant chill, her toes numb, the skin of her hands chapped and cracked. Her stomach growled painfully, empty since yesterday, her rations in Agnes’s belly.

      A tear dripped down her cheek and she wiped it away furiously. Agnes had been the only one who’d understood. The only one who’d had her back. Like the grandmother Silvara had never known.

      And now she was dead.

      Twisting away from the heat, she moved to watch the young men dig, sweat dripping down their brows, the holes growing deeper and the mounds of earth higher. Her eyes moved to the bodies, counting them.

      Forty-two.

      And with the temperature seeming to drop by the second, how many more would die tonight? With no food and no fuel, would she die tonight?

      The sun moved overhead, clouds forming to obscure it. Soon snow began to fall, and still Agrippa hadn’t returned. Unease filtered through Silvara’s veins, because Quintus kept scanning the trees, his jaw tight even as he gave orders for the bodies to be put into graves.

      Groups broke away from the fires and went to those they’d lost, weeping as they stripped the bodies of precious clothing before the legionnaires lowered them into the ground and shoveled dirt back over top.

      Going to Agnes, she knelt next to the old woman, smoothing back her grey hair. “I will keep your memory in my heart,” she whispered. “I will not forget.”

      Feet scuffed against the ground, and she looked up to see Quintus and Miki standing next to her.

      “Sorry about Agnes, Silvara,” Miki said. “She was a nice old lady. Deserved better than this.”

      Quintus nodded. “Not many people can give sass better than Agrippa, but she did. Deserves a monument for it.” He hesitated, then added, “Her voice will be missed.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice shook and Silvara clenched her teeth to stop her shivering before she asked, “Where is he?”

      Neither of them answered, only exchanged looks, the meaning of which she couldn’t decipher. Finally, Quintus said, “He didn’t say where he was going.”

      She turned back to Agnes and unfastened the first button on her dress before her hands froze. She deserved to be put into the earth with dignity, not stripped naked for all to see. “He told me he won’t come see me anymore. That I’m here might be the reason why he’s not.”

      She could feel silent communication going on over her head, then Quintus sat next to her, legs dangling into the grave. “Silvara, I’m not sure if telling you this is going to make you feel better or worse, but he does care. He cares a lot, and that’s the problem, right? You know as well as anyone that we’re not allowed relationships outside the legion. And if he gets caught, he’ll be punished. It could tarnish his reputation.”

      Fresh hurt flooded through her that she mattered less than his reputation, but on its heels came anger at herself for caring so much. She was a spy and he was her mark, and she’d bungled everything by being overambitious. By getting caught, even if Agrippa hadn’t guessed her intent.

      Blood boiling hot, she unbuttoned Agnes’s dress, stripping the garments from the old woman and handing them off to the other laundresses. She stood silently as Quintus and Miki lowered her into the grave, then began shoveling dirt into the hole, filling it.

      Feet thudded against the ground, and abruptly Agrippa was standing next to her. “To Agnes!” he shouted. “And to the rest of the fallen who made all our lives a little better though we give them nothing but coin in return.”

      “To the fallen!” the legionnaires roared in response, fists hammering against chests in salute.

      “Pack up,” Agrippa shouted. “And move out.”

      “Agrippa!” She called his name, her fury at his selfishness rising hot and fast, but he was already moving. Walking swiftly toward the trail in the company of his men, abandoning the followers to get themselves back to camp.

      “Asshole,” she hissed under her breath, then she blinked, seeing for the first time what the legion had left behind. Dozens of felled trees, none of them redwood and all small enough to reasonably be brought back to camp.

      Which was exactly what her people were doing, working together to drag them toward the trail.

      An act of kindness.

      She bit at her bottom lip, then joined those at the front of group, helping to drag the tree back to camp. Enough firewood that no one would freeze tonight.

      “What’s that ahead?” one of the men in the group asked, pointing.

      Lifting her head, Silvara peered into the distance, seeing a still form sprawled across the trail. “It’s a deer.”

      Dropping the tree, she walked swiftly down the path, seeing how the legionnaires had parted rank to go around the animal. Dropping to her knees without care for the blood, her eyes latched on the arrow jutting from its chest, the familiar fletching stained red.

      Perhaps his reputation wasn’t worth so much after all.
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      Over Felix’s shoulder, Marcus watched as wagons loaded with supplies trundled into the camp. Then a sharp pain lanced across his forearm, making him curse and nearly drop his practice weapon.

      “You’re not paying attention,” his second admonished him. “And you dropped your guard. Again. You really need to practice more.”

      “In all my spare time?”

      “Make time. It might make the difference between you living and dying. And while you’re at it, eat more. And sleep more. You’re going to make yourself sick.”

      Marcus made a noise like a clucking hen, then said, “Yes, Mother,” laughing when Felix gave him a disgusted look. But his moment of good humor fell away as his eyes tracked up to Hydrilla’s walls, to the hundreds of people standing on the battlements watching the supplies roll in. Only enough to supply the ten thousand men for two weeks, but to those who were starving, it must look enough to last a lifetime. Part of him felt sick about manipulating them this way, but for the sake of his plan, it was necessary. And if the rebels took the opportunity to see reason and get their children out while they could, so much the better.

      But first he needed to get permission to give them that opportunity.

      “He’s watching,” Felix muttered under his breath. “Put some effort into it.”

      They began to fight in earnest, and it took all his effort as Felix pressed him hard, his best friend twice the fighter he’d ever be. Sweat rolled down his skin and his body ached from the half dozen blows Felix had landed on him when Grypus finally strolled out of his pavilion, armor glinting in the sun.

      “Hooked him,” Felix murmured, then both of them paused their fight to stand at attention as the proconsul approached.

      “You boys have inspired me to get my blood moving and to keep my skills sharp,” Grypus declared. “Never know when one might find themselves in the thick of it. You’ll oblige me, Tribunus?”

      The proconsul had more than a passing fondness for Felix, seeing him as the ideal legionnaire. Which Felix was, but more importantly, it allowed Marcus a way to influence the vainglorious bastard.

      “It is always an honor to spar with you, Proconsul. It was the legions’ loss you weren’t born second,” Felix said, and, predictably, Grypus puffed up like a peacock, taking the wooden blade from Marcus before replying, “I confess, my youthful self always wished it had been me, not my younger brother, who went to Lescendor. But my intelligence would have been wasted in the legions, so it’s right and just my path was to the politics.”

      “Couldn’t give it up entirely though?” Felix lifted his weapon and shield, his stance perfect. “You’ve got the fight in your blood. I see it.”

      Grypus’s golden skin flushed with pleasure. “Won my fair share of brawls in my day. You’d be surprised how often debate in the Curia turns to fisticuffs.”

      Felix laughed. “Beat them with words and then with your fists, right?”

      “Made me popular with the women. Still does.” Grypus jerked his chin toward his pavilion, where his fur-wrapped women were dutifully watching. To Marcus’s eyes they looked cold, bored, and miserable, but then Felix winked at them and all four smiled, one of them going so far as to flip her hair over one shoulder and wink back.

      “Ha! Ha!” Grypus laughed, clumsily attacking Felix, who easily blocked. “You’ll get them all fired up, a young buck like you. But it’s to my benefit, you remember that.”

      Marcus struggled not to roll his eyes and watched them spar for a few moments, allowing Felix to get the old man’s heart pounding and his head full of visions of himself in battle before interjecting. “Proconsul, I’m of a mind to offer the fortress an opportunity to surrender their children.”

      “Eh?” Grypus turned to look at him, dropping his guard, and only Felix’s quick reflexes kept him from stabbing the man in the throat. “What nonsense is this? I said we’d offer no more quarter.”

      “And in knowing this, they’ll fight far harder when we attack. We might save ourselves some casualties by showing them mercy.”

      “Mercy! Ha! Sounds like you trying to make this fight easier on yourself. Are you hearing this dross, Felix?”

      Grypus attacked Felix in a flurry of strokes, which his friend blocked with ease. Felix allowed one to bounce off his forearm, inclining his head to Grypus in acknowledgement before glancing at Marcus. “With respect, sir, it is dross. They can fight as hard as they want—once they don’t have their walls to hide behind, they’ll fall to our blades. I don’t need my victories handed to me.”

      “That’s the fighting spirit!” Grypus said, nearly tripping over his own feet as he hammered his weapon against Felix’s shield. “Good Cel boy, you are, Felix. Would that there were more like you in the ranks.”

      “You might want a good fight, Felix,” Marcus said. “But you’re not the one who needs to answer to the Senate.”

      “Would you shut your mouth and let me fight?” Grypus shouted. “I’m sick of listening to you try to wheedle your way out of a proper battle.”

      Felix laughed. “Make them bleed, right, Proconsul? Besides, they don’t commission statues in the Forum of those who win easy fights?”

      “No, they do not!” Grypus was gasping from exertion, beads of sweat that were probably half wine pouring down his brow.

      “Neither do they commission them for child killers.” Marcus crossed his arms, scowling. “So if that is your aim, perhaps you might reconsider your stance on mercy. Both of you.”

      Felix stopped in his tracks, lowering his weapons. “That the truth, Proconsul?”

      Wheezing, the man wiped his brow. “It’s an old tradition and one that should be changed, for it’s nonsense. War is war.”

      “Idiocy,” Felix muttered. “Suppose getting my handsome face immortalized will have to wait for the next war.”

      Grypus frowned, and Marcus watched the wheels turn as he considered that this might be the only chance to have himself immortalized in the Forum. Then he shrugged. “Wouldn’t want to deny you that honor, Felix. Marcus, see it done. Children only, mind you. If nothing else, it will allow me to fight without listening to your endless chatter.”

      “It will be done, Proconsul.” Turning on his heel, Marcus strode to his tent, retrieving his cloak and helmet.

      In a matter of minutes, he was walking over the broken ground toward Hydrilla’s walls, a spear with a white cloth hanging from it held in one hand. His pulse roared as dozens of arrows were pointed at him, but he allowed none of his fear to show as he jammed the butt of the spear into the mud. “The Empire allows you one final opportunity to surrender your children to its care, thus sparing their lives,” he shouted up at them in Bardenese. “Word is given that they will be cared for and be provided the opportunity to work themselves free of the indenture your actions have forced upon them.”

      Then he waited.

      Faintly, he could make out shouts and cries emanating from the fortress as those who wished to take this chance to save their child’s life warred with those who’d see them martyred to the rebel cause before ever surrendering.

      Let them go, he silently willed. Give them the chance to live.

      There was commotion, shouts turning to screams, the sound of steel crashing against steel.

      And then it fell silent.

      A man climbed up onto a parapet, a bow in one hand. Pulling an arrow from his quiver, he aimed it at Marcus.

      From behind, Marcus heard his men panic. Heard them racing toward him, but they were too late. The arrow shot through the air, striking the ground right before his feet.

      He didn’t so much as flinch, because it wouldn’t be him who suffered for this decision.

      Inclining his head once, Marcus pulled the spear out of the ground and retreated down the slope.

      Ignoring the admonition of his escort, he made his way behind the blinds that had been constructed that morning and into the tunnel, where he found Rastag. “Well?”

      “It is as you predicted, sir,” the Thirty-Seventh’s engineer answered. “They’re expanding the barricade, filling in their end of the tunnel.”

      To keep the legions out. And to keep their people in.

      “It’s loud enough to cover your work?” he asked.

      Rastag nodded. “For now, although more cover would be to our advantage.”

      “Then start digging.” Striding back out into the open, he moved in front of the waiting lines. “Make the walls shake.”

      And the noise began.
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      “I didn’t think things could get worse,” Quintus groaned, and in the faint light, Agrippa saw his friend bury his face in a blanket, hands clapped over his ears. “This was Marcus’s shitty idea, wasn’t it?”

      After digging the graves the day prior, they’d returned to thousands of men shouting and stomping their feet and beating their weapons against shields, the noise deafening.

      And ceaseless.

      It was to cover the sound of their digging so the Bardenese wouldn’t guess their true intent, but Agrippa suspected that half the legion would fall on their own blades, driven mad by the ceaseless racket, before the battle began. Conversations needed to take place at a shout to be heard, and sleep? Sleep was next to impossible. Exhaustion weighed upon all of them like a pall.

      Though even if it had been deathly quiet, Agrippa doubted he’d have been able to sleep with the way worry was coursing through his veins. Winter had descended with a vengeance, the air cold enough that even with a good tent and heavy clothing and thick blankets, he was still shivering on his bedroll. Which meant it was a hundred times worse for Silvara.

      The wood he’d had his men cut would be long gone by now, the deer nothing but a memory with hundreds upon hundreds of mouths in followers’ camp to feed, and the wind was powerful enough tonight to shake the tent walls. She’d be freezing, and the thought that she might not make it through the night had left his guts hollow for hours.

      You can’t see her anymore, he silently chided himself. You’re getting too attached. Making mistakes. You need to stay away.

      Except the desire to sneak out of camp to check on her felt almost like a compulsion, biting at him and refusing to give him any peace as he tossed and turned and fretted.

      You need to focus, he told himself. You need to be at your best.

      Because it would be him and nineteen of his handpicked men who’d soon be crawling into the belly of the beast. Twenty men against thousands, his job to open the door for the rest of the Thirty-Seventh to come pouring in. Not all of them would survive. It was possible none of them would, and it was his duty to select who’d be undertaking the mission.

      Choose your best, Marcus had told him. I trust your judgment.

      An honor that felt like punishment.

      Rolling over, he stared at the spot where Yaro should have been, the hollowness in his core growing. Dead before his time. Dead because I messed up. Dead because we were all dealt a shitty hand.

      He rolled back the other way, pulling his cloak up over his head, the fur soft against his cheek. She doesn’t even have Agnes anymore. She’s all alone.

      He rolled again, pulling his knees up to his chest, trying to ward off the chill.

      Quintus and Miki were his best. Everyone would question him if they weren’t chosen. But what if they didn’t make it out alive? What if he made another mistake that got them killed?

      He rolled back the other way and received a sharp kick in the shins.

      “Stop it,” Quintus grumbled. “You’re worse than the noise.”

      “Sorry.” Sitting upright, Agrippa dug around in the darkness for his gear and quietly put it on.

      Only to turn to find Quintus also upright and watching. “You can’t keep doing this,” his friend said softly. “If you get caught, the punishment will be bad.”

      “I won’t get caught.”

      “Agrippa…” Quintus caught his arm. “If you keep seeing her it’s only going to make the moment you have to stop a hundred times worse.”

      “I know.” He stood. “But I can’t let her freeze. I just… I can’t.”

      A long exhale, then, “Fine. I’ll cover for you tomorrow with Felix. Pick you up when we head out on patrol, all right?”

      “Thanks.”

      Carefully refastening the tent to keep the wind out, Agrippa made his way through the camp, rising the walls and striding along them until he found one of his gambling companions, Aviticus, who was shouting and stomping his feet to add to the din. “I need a favor.”

      “Oh?” The other centurion ceased stomping, though his eyes didn’t move from the open space below, searching for threats in the blowing snow.

      “There’s something I need to do. Can you get me out?”

      Aviticus turned his head. “You’re joking, right? You want to go out in this misery? Why?”

      “Too noisy. I’m going to find a cave to sleep in.”

      Aviticus lifted one eyebrow, unconvinced, so Agrippa added, “The why isn’t part of the deal.” He pulled out a handful of coins. Aviticus loved to gamble but was shit at cards, so he was constantly broke. “Get me out and they’re yours.”

      “Not back in?”

      Agrippa shook his head. “Got that covered.”

      “Yeah, all right.” Aviticus lifted a hand, the rest of the young men guarding this stretch of wall watching his signals. All of them nodded, then went back to shouting and stomping their feet.

      Agrippa climbed on the edge of the wall, the wind sending his cloak billowing around him. Aviticus grasped his hand then braced himself, lowering Agrippa down. “You good?”

      “Yeah.”

      They both let go, and Agrippa dropped the last ten feet, rolling as he struck the ground. On his feet in an instant, he strode between the torches illuminating the space, heading down toward the other camp.

      Only a few tents glowed with light, the slum dark and silent as he wove through until he reached the laundresses’ tent. Inside, several women huddled together around a single candle, all of them looking up as he came in. “Where is she?” he asked loud enough to be heard over the noise.

      The one called Carina answered. “Her tent.”

      He held up a coin. “Show me where it is.”

      The older woman led him through the maze, eventually stopping at a dead end. She jerked her head at what looked like a thin sheet draped between two proper tents, a faint glow shining through the fabric. This was where she slept?

      “Thanks,” he said, handing over the coin. He waited until she was gone, then stepped closer. “Silvara?”

      Silence.

      His stomach plummeted with the certainty that he’d come too late. That she’d frozen to death while he’d warred with himself. Then, over the noise, “Agrippa?”

      Shifting aside the rock holding down the edge of the sheet, he dropped to his hands and knees and crawled inside.

      What relief he’d felt that she was alive disappeared as he took her in. Wrapped in her cloak and a thin blanket, she sat shaking next to a small candle, the brazier nearby cold. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I wanted to make sure you were all right.” Pulling off his cloak, he wrapped it around her shoulders and tugged the hood over her head. “You’re freezing.”

      “I’m fine.” Her teeth were chattering so hard, he was shocked she hadn’t cracked one. “You shouldn’t be here. You’re going to get yourself in trouble.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” His eyes moved to the empty brazier. “You need a fire.”

      “Nothing to burn.” She hunched over, wrapping his cloak more tightly around her tiny body. “I used it last night.”

      He could go out into the forest to get her something, but he’d have to go a fair distance to find anything not redwood and he was afraid that even with his cloak, she’d succumb before he returned. Which left him only one option.

      Removing his weapons and gear and setting them aside, he pulled her toward him.

      But she resisted, and through chattering teeth, said, “You’ve done enough. I can take care of myself.”

      No, you can’t. The words rose to his tongue, but he bit down on them as he considered how that would feel. To not just feel helpless but to be told that you were. “Do you know what they teach us at Lescendor that makes a legion so deadly?”

      “To fight.” Her eyes met his, burning with the heat of anger, though he didn’t think it was at him. “To kill.”

      “Yes, but warriors of every nation are taught those things. What makes the Empire different is that it teaches us to work together.” He waited for the idea to sink in, her brow furrowing. “We rely on one another to survive. Not just in a fight but in life.” An ache filled his chest and he swallowed hard. “Nearly all my life, Yaro was at my side, whether it was in a fight or sitting at a table or when we were trying to sleep without freezing our asses off. He took care of me, and I—” His voice broke, grief rolling over him. “I know you and Agnes took care of each other, and I know what it must feel like now that she’s gone.”

      Tears rolled down Silvara’s cheeks. “I miss her. She only stayed here because of me and now she’s dead.” Instinctively, he pulled her against his chest, holding her tight as she cried. “It’s my fault.”

      “It’s not. If anyone is to blame, it’s Hostus. He knew the legion followers would suffer here but allowed them to come for the sake of entertaining his men. And then entertained himself by making it impossible for them to survive.” Untangling the blankets, he lifted her onto his lap, then wrapped everything around both of them before catching her hands in his to warm her frigid fingers. Her breath was rapid against his throat, her forehead resting against his jaw as she pressed herself against him for warmth.

      “We thought you’d leave when it got cold. That you’d go back to Melitene for the winter. Or the coast.”

      We aren’t leaving until it’s over. “It’s not yet cold in Grypus’s pavilion, so he sees no reason.”

      “The noise makes it worse.” She shivered. “All anyone wants is respite but it’s ceaseless. Why are they doing it?”

      Because the battle has already begun, even if Hydrilla doesn’t know it yet, he thought, but it was a lie that flowed from his lips. “We’re trying to intimidate them. Wear them down and get them to surrender.”

      “Do you think they will?”

      No. “Time will tell.”

      “Clever, but cruel. Another reason to despise Hostus.”

      He snorted softly. “Hostus couldn’t come up with a clever tactic if it bit him on the ass.”

      Silvara looked up at him, surprise in her dark eyes. “But he’s famous. The Twenty-Ninth is one of the most venerable legions in service, everyone says so. That’s why Grypus had them brought to Bardeen.”

      Anger twisted through Agrippa’s stomach, because Grypus had said it was the Thirty-Seventh that he wanted, which meant the Senate knew who was behind all the Twenty-Ninth’s victories. But what did that matter if the rest of the Empire believed Hostus was Celendor’s champion? “The only thing Hostus is good at is taking credit for Marcus’s ideas,” he snapped. “If the Twenty-Ninth had come without us, Hydrilla might actually have had a chance.”

      Silvara went still in his arms, and he immediately regretted his tone, for it wasn’t her fault she didn’t know. “I’m sorry. It’s only that reputation is one of the few things we can aspire to, and to have it stolen by those undeserving…” He shook his head. “It’s maddening.”

      She didn’t answer, only leaned against him, her shivers finally easing. “You need rest,” he said.

      “So do you.”

      He did. He was painfully tired, and there was no respite in his future. All he wanted to do was curl around her and let the world slip away, but the intimacy of the act wasn’t lost on him. For while he’d been with many girls, not once had he trusted one of them enough to sleep next to her. Not once had he wanted to.

      You can’t, he told himself. You’ve already gone too far with this.

      But then her arm slid around his neck, her fingers gripping him tightly as she burrowed against his chest, and logic abandoned him. Letting go of her with one arm, he lowered himself to the ground, pulling her with him. She sighed, her body shifting so that her back was against his chest, her head tucked beneath his chin, and his arms wrapped around her. Fitting together more perfectly than he’d thought possible.

      He made sure his weapons were in easy reach, then tucked the blankets more tightly around them. Silvara was already asleep, though she clutched his hand tightly. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said into her ear, her hair soft against his lips. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      Stay awake, he told himself. Stay on guard.

      But the steady rhythm of her breathing lulled him, his eyes growing heavier until he could fight it no more. And then sleep took him.
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      She slept like the dead.

      Which she probably would have been if Agrippa hadn’t come. One of the many frozen corpses the legions dragged out of the camp to bury in the woods. Instead, she woke up warm in his arms, the steady beat of his heart filling her ear where it was pressed against his chest and the smell of soap and leather and steel filling her nose.

      Saved by one of the very men who would see your family dead, an ugly voice whispered inside her head.

      Silvara squeezed her eyes shut, remembering Agnes’s words: that the primus of the Thirty-Seventh was her enemy, not Agrippa. She’d thought she’d understood the woman’s wisdom, but now she wasn’t so sure. Was it possible to love one and hate the other?

      Was it possible to liberate one from the other?

      She eased up on one elbow, the coming dawn giving her enough light to see Agrippa’s face. He was still asleep, and with his eyes closed, she noticed how long his lashes were. The bruises from his fight with Carmo were fading, but he still had purple marks on his golden-brown skin and a red scrape across one high cheekbone. A faint dusting of stubble marked his square jaw, and she fought the urge to touch the dimple in his chin, which always deepened when he smiled.

      Which she abruptly realized he was doing. Not only awake but struggling not to laugh. “Admiring the view?” he asked. “I’ve been told it’s very good.”

      Making an aggrieved noise, she kicked him in the shins, but then curled back down in his arms, soaking in the heat of him. “You have a high opinion of yourself.”

      “I’m only trying to make myself feel better,” he murmured, stroking her spine, the sensation making her toes curl in her boots. “It’s rare that I’m not the prettiest person in the room.”

      A laugh escaped her lips even as her cheeks warmed, her focus all for the feel of his hand running up and down her back, wondering where he’d touch next. Wondering what it would feel like against her bare skin. Wondering how he’d react to her touch if she were to run her nails over the muscles lining his body. Muscles made hard by a life of labor.

      By a life of violence.

      The thought snapped reason back into her skull, and she asked, “How will you get into camp without anyone noticing?”

      “I won’t.” His voice was hoarse, and he coughed to clear it. “My friends will cover for me, then swing through to get me on their way out on patrol. When you know the system, it’s easy enough to manipulate it.”

      She supposed that was true, except that Carina and Hecktor and the others had spent months trying to get in, with no success. But that thought faded away in favor of another concern. “What will happen if you get caught?”

      “I won’t.”

      She lifted her face, but found him not looking at her, but at the tent walls. “Agrippa?”

      “I…” He shook his head. “Depends on what I’m accused of doing. If it’s just sneaking out of camp when I’m not supposed to be, it’ll be extra duties. Maybe have my wages garnished.”

      “And if they find out you were with me?”

      His jaw worked back and forth, then he looked down. “Depends how serious they think it is. If they learn I’ve seen you as often as I have…” He trailed off. “Don’t worry about it, Silvara. I won’t get caught.”

      Her skin chilled. “Tell me. I need to know.”

      Silence.

      “It’s not just breaking a rule, it’s breaking a law.” He sighed. “Ten lashes and probably a demotion, given that Marcus specifically told me not to see you.”

      Ten lashes for seeing her. “He’d do that to you?”

      “It’s the law, Silvara. And it’s Marcus’s duty to uphold it, which he does. And not only that, he lives by the rules, which is more than I can say for most legion commanders.”

      A sudden wave of hatred for his commander rolled through her. “It’s cruel.”

      “It’s the way it is.” He sat upright, reaching for his discarded armor and pulling it on with practiced efficiency. “If I was in his position, I’d do the same.”

      “Would you?” she demanded. “Because I don’t believe that.”

      Instead of answering, he straightened abruptly, listening for a heartbeat before lifting his fingers to his lips and whistling once. A moment later, there was a cough outside her tent and Quintus ducked inside. “Morning,” he said, handing Agrippa a tin cup filled with gruel. Then his gaze flicked to her, and he held out a green oval. “Morning, Silvara.”

      “Good morning,” she murmured, taking the object even as heat rose to her cheeks. “What is this?”

      “No idea,” Quintus answered. “But Grypus got a case of them, so they must be good.”

      “Papaya,” Agrippa said around a mouthful of food. “It’s fruit. From Atlia.”

      She’d heard the name of the other province, but had no concept of where it was, having never seen a map of the Empire. As if hearing her thoughts, Agrippa pulled out a knife, swiftly drawing a map in the dirt. “We’re here in Bardeen.” He stuck the tip of his knife in the dirt and dragged it west then north, listing names as he went. “Sibal. Phera. Celendor. Celendrial.” He looked at her as he named the capital city of the Empire. “And then this island here is Atlia.”

      A world away, but the Senate controlled the xenthier, so it was nothing for them to transport fruits across the continent to satisfy the proconsul’s tastes. “Thank you.”

      “When you get demoted for doing dumb shit,” Quintus said, “maybe Marcus will allow you to be a cartographer.”

      Silvara’s stomach soured, but Agrippa only shoved his friend backwards out of the tent before shifting on his knees to face her. “I’ll be back tonight.”

      “You shouldn’t. It’s too risky.”

      He gave her a long look, then leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “Keep your head down today. Tempers will be running high with no one getting much sleep.” Then he disappeared out the front of the tent.

      Pulling her blanket back up over her shoulders, Silvara retrieved her tiny knife and peeled the skin off the fruit, a strange but wonderful scent filling her nose. Slicing a piece, she took a bite, closing her eyes as sweetness filled her mouth. But rather than savoring each morsel, she found anger building in her chest. That Agrippa had to live this way, very nearly a slave to the Senate and under the control of a young commander who seemed to care nothing for what Agrippa did for him. Who’d had him whipped for standing up to that awful creature Carmo. Who’d have him whipped nearly to death for having the audacity to care about someone who wasn’t part of the legion.

      “You think you are untouchable,” she muttered. “But you aren’t.”

      Shoving her things into her bag, she strode through the camp to the laundresses’ tent and ducked inside, Agnes’s absence making her chest hurt.

      But she intended to make the old woman proud.

      Seeing her, Carina said, “You look well satisfied. Be careful you don’t get a legion bastard put in your belly.”

      Ignoring the comment, Silvara said, “I need to talk to you. I have information of worth.”

      Carina’s eyebrows rose. Setting aside the laundry, she said, “Let’s see if we can find wood to burn. I’m tired of cold wash water.”

      Both of them pulled up the hoods of their cloaks against the wind as they walked into the forest. The ground was stripped of brush and undergrowth, leaving nothing but dirt and endless snow.

      “Well?” Carina demanded. “What did you learn?”

      “They’re planning an attack,” Silvara said. “Specifically, the Thirty-Seventh’s legatus. He’s the mind behind the strategy. And not just this one, but all of them. Hostus is apparently useless as a commander, so he claims Marcus’s ideas as his own.”

      “An interesting fact, but I fail to see how it will help us.”

      “Perhaps instead consider how it would hinder the legions if they lost him.” Biting down on the insides of her cheeks, Silvara looked sideways at the older woman even as she considered what Agrippa had told her last night about reputation. “We know Hostus is volatile and vainglorious. That he doesn’t hesitate to murder when it strikes his fancy. How well do you think he’d take it if he learned Marcus was planning to take credit for conquering Hydrilla?”

      “But we have no reason to believe that’s the case.”

      Silvara lifted one shoulder. “Whether it’s the truth matters far less than whether Hostus believes it. And if he murders the Thirty-Seventh’s legatus, the tensions between the two legions are destined to boil over.”

      Carina smiled. “And if they’re too busy fighting one another, they won’t spare a thought for Hydrilla.”

      Silvara nodded. “Do you think you can get the information into Hostus’s ear?”

      Carina gave a slow nod. “I’ve a girl in the pleasure tents who owes me a favor. Might be that she heard a rumor…”

      “And a bored legion is more gossipy than a brothel,” Silvara said, repeating words told to her by Agrippa himself. Word of Marcus’s schemes would rise right to the top, and if she was lucky, kill the legions’ plans to take Hydrilla and Agrippa’s rival all in one blow.
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      “Hostus wants to see you.”

      Marcus looked up to see Carmo standing at the front of his tent, and a second later, the stench of stale sweat wafted over him. Agrippa’s shaming clearly had been an ineffective motivator for the man to change his habits. His clothing was stained and the bandages wrapping his splinted wrist were brown with filth. But that concerned Marcus far less than the feral gleam in the primus’s eyes. “What about?”

      “Rumors swirl that you overreach, sir. Might be that a reminder of your place is in order.”

      Marcus’s blood chilled, but he kept any reaction from his face. “Fine. Wait outside.”

      Carmo shrugged, then exited the tent.

      “Disgusting creature. Filthy inside and out,” Amarin muttered, then he met Marcus’s gaze. “Something is amiss.”

      Marcus gave a slow nod, his skin crawling with trepidation because while Hostus’s temper could be set off by the tiniest of infractions, his gut told him he wasn’t going to get off so easily.

      “Let me fetch Felix and Agrippa,” his servant said. “Don’t go in there alone.”

      Marcus silently weighed the older man’s words, then shook his head. “No.” Retrieving his belt from where it rested on a stool, he extracted a tiny key from the pouch and handed it to Amarin. “If something happens, give the documents to Agrippa.”

      “Felix is your second,” Amarin said softly. “Your successor.”

      “No,” Marcus answered. “He isn’t. This isn’t a job for the best fighter or even the best strategist, it’s for the best politician. And though he’s spent the past four years pretending otherwise, there is no one in this camp who knows how to play the game better than Agrippa. Support him and do what you can to convince Felix to do the same.”

      “Don’t do this, Marcus.” Amarin clutched at him, eyes frantic. “It doesn’t need to go this way. The Thirty-Seventh will follow you if you ask, will fight the Twenty-Ninth if they have to.”

      The fear in him wanted to listen to the man’s advice, but Marcus swallowed it down. “I swore an oath to lead my legion to the best of my abilities, Amarin. And I won’t lead them to mutiny, which is what the Senate will call it. Treason. Their fist will fall heavily upon us. If me falling is what it takes to spare them that fate, then I’ll do it.”

      “There are other options,” Amarin pleaded, fingers digging into Marcus’s shoulders. “Send Quintus after Hostus. Or go to Grypus. Or…or run.”

      “The Thirty-Seventh has never had a deserter.” Marcus pried the man’s fingers from him. “And I won’t be the first.”

      Ignoring his armor and weapons, he pulled his cloak over his shoulders. “Don’t start planning my funeral yet, my friend. Because I don’t intend to go down without a fight.”

      Stepping out into the howling wind, he said to the men guarding his tent, “Stay here.” And when they opened their mouths to argue, he gave them flat stares that silenced all protests. Then he motioned to Carmo to start walking.

      Neither of them said a word, but as they approached the command tent, Marcus noted that the men standing guard had widened the perimeter. And that all around, the Twenty-Ninth lurked, their eyes filled with murder.

      Hostus knows.

      Taking a deep breath, Marcus pulled aside the tent flaps and stepped inside.

      The brilliance of all the lamps stung his eyes, momentarily blinding him, so he didn’t see the blow come.

      Pain lanced up his side as Hostus’s fist connected just below his ribs. Gasping, Marcus staggered, but instead of blocking, he allowed the older legatus to strike him again and again.

      “You conniving little shit,” Hostus snarled. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out you were conspiring to take command? Did you think you could keep a secret from me in my own camp?”

      Marcus didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer, because opening his mouth risked screaming as the man’s fists rained fury down upon him. Just take it, he ordered himself. Take it, so the Thirty-Seventh won’t have to.

      “I made you what you are, you ungrateful child!” Hostus knocked him to the ground, kicking Marcus in the side. “And you think you can take command from me? That I’ll stand for you going behind my back? I’m going to cut out your fucking heart and I’m going to eat it!”

      Primal instinct sent terror flooding through him, his body demanding that he fight back. That he beg Hostus’s forgiveness for scheming against him. That he scream for help.

      Except help would never come.

      You can do this.

      Blow after blow, and Marcus kept silent, falling in on himself so that the pain seemed distant even as he felt his muscles bruise. His ribs crack. His wrist break.

      Then steel flashed, and his control snapped as red-hot pain lanced up his side. A scream tore from his throat.

      “There it is,” Hostus crooned. “A harder thing to exact from you than it used to be, but more rewarding as a result.”

      Dragging in ragged breaths, Marcus forced himself to meet Hostus’s eyes as the older man pinned him, the dagger in his hand glistening with blood.

      “You are my tool, my creature, my toy,” Hostus whispered. “And I will kill you before allowing you to believe otherwise.”

      Gasping in a breath of pain, Marcus stared him down. “If you kill me, you lose everything, Hostus. First and foremost, your life.”

      Laughing, Hostus licked the blade clean. “I doubt that, boy. It’s my men who surround us. No one is going to answer your screams.”

      “My men know I’m here.” It was a struggle to get the words out. “If you kill me, they’ll know it was you. And you’re a fool if you think they won’t come for vengeance.”

      Something flashed across Hostus’s eyes. Not fear, because he was devoid of it, but…wariness. “If they try, they’ll have a war on their hands.”

      “A war they’ll win.” Marcus forced himself to laugh. “While your men have been resting on their asses, my men have been training and working and fighting, and they are ready, Hostus. Ready, while half the Twenty-Ninth are drunk or in the beds of your followers, trying to find purpose because you’ve given them none. Will they rise to your call?” He grinned, tasting blood. “Are you willing to bet your rank, your power, and your prestige upon it?”

      “We’d slaughter you children and bathe in your blood!”

      “Really?” Forcing himself to relax back against the ground, Marcus added, “Let’s remember what happened the last time our men fought, Hostus. Let’s remember how your best fighting man was pummeled by a sixteen-year-old boy. And it will be that same boy who will lead the Thirty-Seventh against you if you go through with this.”

      It was all a bluff. The instructions he’d left behind with Amarin specifically said the legion was not to retaliate. But a man like Hostus could never imagine leaving behind such orders.

      “Or we could let this go, Hostus,” he said softly. “We can walk away, defeat Hydrilla tomorrow, and then part ways, my heart still beating and your power intact. What will it be?”

      A monster raged in the virulent emerald of Hostus’s eyes, wanting to maim, wanting to kill, wanting to consume. But also not wanting to give up anything to sate those desires.

      “Well done, little pet,” Hostus murmured. “You win.” Then he leaned down so that his breath was hot against Marcus’s ear. “This time. But my parting gift to you is a promise: one day, I’ll come for you and everything you care about. And I’ll make you watch them bleed before I take your heart.”

      “One day,” Marcus answered. “But not today. Now get off me.”

      And the older legatus obeyed. Watched with his reptilian eyes as Marcus dragged himself to his feet, as he pulled his cloak over his battered body, as he stepped out into the storm.

      He felt the shock that radiated across the Twenty-Ninth on guard, none of them having anticipated seeing him living again, but that was the least of his concerns. Blood poured down his side, soaking his clothes, dripping onto the snow.

      Don’t let them see you’re hurt.

      Every inch of him was in agony, but he forced his face to relax as he walked into the Thirty-Seventh’s half of the camp. Forced himself to nod at his men who saluted as he passed, hoping they didn’t notice the blood, because if they knew Hostus had hurt him, they might not wait for orders before picking a fight with the Twenty-Ninth. And he hadn’t just suffered through that for the legions to fall into war.

      Just walk. Just keep moving.

      Every step was an act of will, but he made it back to his tent. Then immediately collapsed, Amarin barely managing to catch him. “I’ll send for Racker,” he said, lowering Marcus to the ground. “And Felix.”

      “No,” Marcus gasped out, because if the Thirty-Seventh’s surgeon came, his guards would see. And if Felix saw him like this, he’d start a war. “Get. Agrippa. Hurry.”
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      “I know we said we could use a bit of privacy, but don’t you think you’re taking this a bit far?”

      Agrippa looked up from his hands, which he’d been vigorously scrubbing in a basin in an attempt to remove the day’s grime. “Do you…do you miss me, Quintus? How sweet. Is that the reason why you were standing so close to me all day?”

      “Don’t worry, the sentiment has passed,” his friend grumbled. “Go spend your last night on Reath with the girl.”

      Agrippa made a tsking noise. “Please. I’m impossible to kill. Tonight is merely one night of many to come, but I’d rather spend it with a pretty girl than listening to you two whisper sweet nothings in each other’s ears. Neither of you is the poet you think you are.”

      “Go.” Miki flung a vambrace across the tent, nearly hitting Agrippa in the face. “I’ve half a mind to run myself through before the Bardenese get a go just to spare myself your mockery.”

      “You love it.”

      “We hate it,” his friends responded, but both of them grinned, and Quintus said, “We’ll get you at dawn, right?”

      Before Agrippa could answer, Marcus’s servant, Amarin, ducked into the tent. “Legatus wants a word with you.”

      Agrippa opened his mouth to say that one, Marcus had spent the last few days filling his ears with words, so surely there was nothing to say, and two, he was off duty and had better plans in mind, but then he saw the smear of blood across Amarin’s cheek and the barely contained panic in his eyes. “Yeah, all right.”

      Rising, he pulled on his cloak, following Amarin through the swirl of snow. “Something wrong?” he asked softly.

      “Best we not speak where ears might hear,” the man answered, but Agrippa didn’t fail to notice that they were walking as fast as they could without breaking into a run, and his pulse began to roar.

      Nodding at those freezing their asses off guarding Marcus’s tent, he followed Amarin inside. And only the servant’s hand latching on his wrist kept him from sprinting back out in search of help. “We need Racker. A medic. Some—”

      “No.” Marcus’s voice was weak. “It’s not that bad. I just need some stitches.”

      Shaking his head, Agrippa crossed the tent and dropped next to him. “Amarin, get me a lamp.”

      A quick glance told him that Marcus’s left wrist was broken, bone pushing up against the skin. But that wasn’t the source of the blood that Agrippa had inadvertently knelt in. Pulling out his knife, he sliced open Marcus’s clothing, grimacing as he peeled the fabric off the wound.

      The only reason he was alive was that the knife had bounced off a rib instead of going between them, but the blade had left a gash nearly as long as his hand, bone visible each time Marcus took a breath. “You need a surgeon.”

      “Stitch, Agrippa. That’s an order.”

      “You’ll be bossy until your dying breath,” Agrippa muttered, but accepted the medical supplies Amarin handed him. “Get him something to bite down on.”

      “I’m. Fine.”

      “You crack your teeth, I’m done,” Agrippa told him flatly. “You know I can’t deal with teeth.” And before Marcus could argue, he shoved a leather strap between his teeth.

      It took three tries to thread the needle, his stomach doing flips as he bent over the wound. “Hostus, I presume?”

      Marcus made a noise of affirmation that turned to a hiss of pain as Agrippa pushed the needle through muscle, and Amarin moved to hold Marcus steady.

      “He knows, I take it?”

      Marcus’s chin jerked up and down, and it was enough information for Agrippa to know exactly how events had transpired. And why Marcus didn’t want anyone to know. How many times, he silently asked, did you take beatings and hide them from everyone?

      Many times, he suspected was the answer. It made him respect Marcus more, which annoyed him, so he said, “I see all those pushups are starting to pay off, sir.” Pulling the catgut through, he paused to poke Marcus in a thick pectoral. “You’re looking quite fit. That must be why the girls that come to your tent look so pleased upon their departure, because I can’t imagine it’s because you’re a very good kisser.”

      He jabbed the needle through flesh again, his hands slick with blood. “No offense intended, of course, sir. It’s only that you have a fondness for expedience that I doubt serves the girls well.”

      “I hate you,” came the response muffled by leather and teeth and pain.

      “I think I detect a hint of jealousy, sir.” Agrippa hardly heard his own words, his eyes on the wound. On how Marcus’s golden skin was blanched and cold, his body shivering. “If you want, I can give you some tips. Once we’re done with Hydrilla, we can find you someone pretty to try them out on.”

      Marcus glared daggers at him, but that was good. That meant he was lucid. That meant he might not die on Agrippa’s watch. Glancing at Amarin, he said, “Don’t be cheap with the fuel, old boy. If I have to spend my night off with the top dog, I want to at least be warm.”

      Amarin moved to comply, and Agrippa continued stitching. And kept talking, because he was convinced if he didn’t, he might vomit. “The secret, sir, is to talk to them. Make them laugh. You probably get pretty far on good looks and your aura of brooding mystery, but nothing works better than making them laugh. You should try it sometime.”

      Marcus’s shivers were so violent now that Agrippa could barely keep a grip on the needle, his own heart racing as he debated whether to ignore Marcus’s orders for the sake of keeping him alive. Though he knew what he really didn’t want was to be the one who’d failed to save him.

      Marcus spit out the leather strap. “No.”

      “Why? Is it because you’re worried you aren’t funny? Because I could—”

      “No medics.” Marcus dragged in a breath, the way his face twisted with pain telling Agrippa ribs were bruised or broken. “I will live. Or I will die. If it is the latter, you will take command.”

      Once upon a time, that had been what he wanted more than anything. To be the one whose name the legion chanted when it was victorious. To be the one whose name senators demanded for their campaigns. To be the one whose name everyone in the Empire knew and feared. But now he’d seen what it was like and wanted none of it. The responsibility. The pressure. The isolation. It was a miserable existence that no amount of fame could compensate for. “But Felix…”

      Marcus shook his head. “You know he’s no good for it.”

      The perfect second. But never meant to lead.

      “You need to quit hiding behind the jokes and the foolery,” Marcus whispered, his eyes rolling back and then refocusing. “Everyone else might have forgotten what you’re capable of, but I haven’t.”

      Knotting off the final stitch, Agrippa set aside the needle and picked up a bandage. “You told me to never reach higher than the role you set me to.”

      “And if I die tonight, let my last order be to set you to command.”

      Agrippa squeezed his eyes shut, and when he opened them, it was to find Marcus had slipped to unconsciousness.

      Swearing under his breath, Agrippa wrapped the bandages around him and straightened his wrist, Amarin silently supplying pencils to form a splint. Together, they dragged him to the rear and covered him with blankets, though Marcus’s skin remained cold as ice.

      “There isn’t anything else I can do,” Agrippa said as they finished, feeling sick with helplessness and terrified of what would come if Marcus didn’t wake. “Keep him warm. If he gets worse, forget his orders and get Racker.”

      Amarin met his gaze. “Are you ready?”

      Ready to assume the responsibility of thousands of lives. Ready to stand apart and alone for the rest of his life. Ready to give up being a man for the sake of a title.

      If I have to. “Not even a little bit, Amarin. So please do me a favor and don’t let him die.”

      Agrippa strode out of the tent, wind and snow slapping him in the face, but he hardly felt it. Barely heard the goodnights from the guards he passed as he circled the Thirty-Seventh’s half of the camp, hating the sickening feeling of helplessness that was falling over him. Wanting to do something to help Marcus. Wanting to do something to help himself. But there was nothing to do but wait wait wait.

      Do something, a voice screamed inside his head. Do anything!

      He meandered through the tents, his fingers numb and his breath fogging, his eyes fixing on Felix’s tent.

      He said don’t tell.

      Except whenever Agrippa had been hurt, there’d been no greater comfort, no greater strength, than having Yaro at his back. So he walked forward and unfastened the flaps, the gust of wind pulling Felix from sleep. He sat upright, blinking at Agrippa. “What’s wrong?”

      Dropping to one knee, he said, “Hostus knows. He kicked the shit out of him and sliced him open pretty good.”

      Felix was on his feet in a flash, reaching for clothes. “He’s in medical?”

      “In his tent. He asked me to stitch him up because he doesn’t want anyone to know.”

      “I’m going to gut Hostus stem to stern.” Felix’s hands were shaking. “I’m going to make him hurt.”

      “No, you will not.” Agrippa watched the Thirty-Seventh’s tribunus go still, then look at him. “You’re going to go where you need to be. And you’re going to stay there, by his side, until you are told otherwise. Understood?”

      Felix stared him down for a heartbeat before nodding. “Understood.” Then he disappeared into the snow.

      Go back to your tent.

      Get some rest.

      Prepare yourself for the day to come.

      The logical thoughts rose in his head, one after another, only to fall away. Because this might be the last night he spent on Reath. Might be the last night he spent as himself.

      And there was only one place he wanted to be.
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      The silence felt strange.

      After so many nights of listening to the legions shout and bang their weapons and stomp their feet, the howl of the storm felt soothing despite the fact that the cold would bring death as surely as any blade.

      She stared at the candle flame, watching it flicker and sway, casting shadows on the canvas of her tiny shelter. Cold crept up beneath the edges of the tent, stealing away the faint heat that rose from her tiny brazier and causing her to pull the blankets tighter around her shoulders.

      Where are you?

      Agrippa had said he’d come, and the spirits strike her down, but she wanted him here. Wanted to be wrapped in his arms, the heat of his body seeping into hers, the strength of his sword arm allowing her to relax enough to drift. To sleep. To dream about a world where things were different, where she wasn’t trying to steal dangerous information from his head and where he wasn’t set to slaughter her people. Of a life where they could live and love in full view of the world rather than hiding in the shadows.

      An impossible dream.

      Reaching for the candle, she blew it out, leaving her with nothing but the glowing coals that did little to drive away the chill sinking into her heart. He’s not coming.

      “Silvara?”

      She jumped, hearing Agrippa’s voice through the tent though she’d heard no footsteps. “I’m here.”

      A rustle of canvas, then a shadow stepped inside, and she moved to relight her candle as he said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner. A…a friend was injured.”

      “Is he all right?” As soon as the words exited her lips, she saw that his clothes were stained with blood, his hands red with it. That there was a smear of it across his right cheek.

      Something must have shown on her face, because he looked down and cursed softly. “I’m sorry. I… I’m not thinking straight tonight.”

      There was a shake to his voice. A tremble to his hands. And not even when Yaro died had she seen him so…rattled.

      Sensing that he wouldn’t tell her if she asked what had occurred, Silvara instead filled her cracked basin with water and handed him a cloth. “It’s cold, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s fine.” He plunged his hands into the water, then stared at them as though he wasn’t certain where to begin. She could hear his breathing, quick little gasps of air that spoke to panic, not exertion, and worry flooded her chest. Because this was Agrippa. Unflappable and cracking jokes until the end.

      Except he wasn’t laughing.

      Taking back the cloth, she reached into the cold water and began to gently scrub away the dried blood, saying nothing as she dragged her fingernails under his to remove the crimson rings, though she wanted to ask whose blood it was. What had happened. Whether the individual was still alive.

      Finishing, she rubbed the smear from his cheek and then rose, taking the soiled water outside to dump into the snow and mud. When she returned, he hadn’t moved, only sat staring at the flickering flame of the candle. Sitting in front of him, she locked her fingers with his, holding them over the brazier to warm. “The legions stopped the noise. It feels strange to be able to hear myself think.”

      “Yes.”

      She ran her tongue over her lips, knowing if there was any time to press, now was it. That if he knew something, he might let it slip. Except that the thought of taking advantage of him while he was like this made her feel sick. And as it was, she’d played her hand already. Whether Hydrilla stood strong or fell depended not on discovering pieces of a plan but on eliminating the boy behind it. “It’s the calm before the storm, isn’t it?”

      His eyes focused on her face, and he said softly, “The storm is already here.”

      The wind howled outside, lifting up the corners of the canvas and nearly extinguishing the candle. Silvara shivered, but she didn’t want to let go of his hands to pull her blanket around her shoulders. “Will you have to fight?”

      “Yes.” He swallowed hard. “Maybe. It…it depends on where I’m needed.”

      A tear trickled down her cheek, because it would be her people he fought if her plan didn’t work. Her family. But that didn’t make her any less afraid for him. And what a cruel twist of fate that if the battle came to pass, no matter who stood the victor, she’d feel on the losing side. “Don’t.”

      His breath caught and he went very still. And before whatever madness had possessed her could vanish, she said, “You could leave tonight. I know how good you are—they’d never catch you.”

      “You mean desert?” His voice was toneless and unreadable.

      “You didn’t choose this life,” she said, pressing onward though part of her knew it would do as much good as spitting into the wind. “The Empire stole you from your mother. Forced you to turn your back on your family. Made you into a killer when you might have been something very different.”

      She waited for the joke. For him to say something inane about what a tremendous cobbler he’d have made. But Agrippa only stared at her.

      Desperation filling her, Silvara blurted out, “You are a slave to the Empire but that doesn’t mean you owe it your loyalty. And it certainly doesn’t mean you owe it your life.”

      He jerked his hands from her grasp and climbed to his feet. “I should go. I shouldn’t have come here tonight.”

      “No, you will not,” she snapped, angry tears running down her face. “Not until you explain to me why you’re willing to throw away your life for the Empire.”

      “It has nothing to do with the Empire,” he shouted. “Fuck the Empire! It can burn for all I care.”

      Both of them froze, silently breathing while they waited for the fallout of such a proclamation. Yet while dozens must have heard, the cold or ambivalence or, possibly, like-mindedness, kept anyone from stirring to investigate.

      Speaking more quietly, Agrippa leveled a finger at her. “My loyalty isn’t to the Empire, Silvara. It’s to the Thirty-Seventh. To the brothers I have fought and bled next to since I was seven years old. They—not the family I was born to—are the ones I trust to guard my back. And I won’t abandon their backs. Not for anything. Or anyone. And I know you know that.”

      The spirits save her, but she did know that. Knew that he’d lay down his life to spare one of his men, because it was who he was. But if her plan failed and he lifted arms against Hydrilla tomorrow, she could no longer deny that he was anything but her enemy. And she didn’t want that. Didn’t want to lose him that way—not when a choice on his part could spare her that fate.

      Yet she could say none of this, so the words that slipped from her lips were, “I don’t want you to die.”

      Agrippa’s expression softened and he knelt back down. “I don’t want to die, either. But I’d rather that than do something I can’t live with. So tomorrow, I’ll follow Marcus’s orders and be where I need to be. Be who the Thirty-Seventh needs me to be.”

      What about who I need you to be?

      As if hearing her thoughts, he reached to wipe a tear from her cheek. “You’ll know when it begins, because it’s going to be loud. Keep your head down and stay in your tent until long after it’s over, all right? If I can, I’ll come find you when it’s finished.”

      It’s not going to happen. The battle won’t happen.

      Agrippa curved his hand around her cheek, his palms rough with calluses. Then he kissed her. A sweet brush of the lips that broke her heart into a million pieces, because it promised her everything and nothing.

      But she wanted the world.

      He moved to pull back, but she wrapped her arms around his neck, dragging herself against him. Tangling her fingers through his hair and kissing him with a ferocity she’d hadn’t known herself capable of. Running her tongue over his and relishing his soft intake of his breath as she settled into his lap, his hands gripping her hips.

      Then he turned his head. “Silvara, this isn’t why I came.”

      She kissed his jaw, his throat, her teeth catching at the lobe of his ear. “Let it be why you stay.”

      “No.” He lifted her off him as though she were as light as a feather, setting her at arm’s length. “I won’t let you give up so much for so little in return. You deserve better than this. Better than me.”

      “I’ve never met anyone better than you!” The words tore from her lips. “Never met anyone like you.”

      He looked away. “I’m just an Empire boy who knows nothing about anything other than fighting.”

      “That’s the least of who you are.” She climbed back onto his lap, kissing him as she unfastened the buckles on his armor. “You are brave and loyal and kind and—” her breath caught on a sob “—and the Empire has taken enough from me. From you. I won’t let it steal this moment.”

      “Silvara…” His voice was hoarse. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You could never hurt me,” she whispered. “I trust you.”

      He didn’t answer, the only sounds his ragged breath and the thundering beat of her pulse in her ears.

      Then he kissed her.

      Gone was the soft, sweet brush of the lips, and in its place was a hunger that made her breath catch. That made heat course through her veins, wild and unchecked. That made her want to throw caution to the flames for the sake of giving herself what she needed in this moment.

      His tongue ran over hers as he bore her down against the blankets, breaking off the kiss only to pull off his armor and cast it aside, weapons quickly following suit with a metallic clank. She caught hold of the hems of his tunics and drew them up, drinking in the hard muscles of his chest even as she cursed the 37 tattooed black and stark on his chest. Then his mouth was back on hers, biting at her bottom lip before trailing lines of fire down her jaw, her throat, his breath burning against her skin.

      Whimpering, she ran her hands over the sleek skin of his shoulders, then down his spine, feeling the rough lines where his lash marks were still healing, her heart catching because he’d earned them protecting her.

      And while once that would have flared her temper, now she understood that strength didn’t always come from standing alone.

      Agrippa sat upright, pulling her with him even as his mouth once again found hers. Her eyes closed, she let instinct take hold, her hips rocking against him as her fingers worked loose the buckles on one vambrace, then the other, freeing his forearms.

      The wind chose that moment to attack the tent, sending the canvas rattling and making her jump, but Agrippa wrapped his arms around her. “Just the storm,” he said softly. “You’re safe.”

      They rested their foreheads together, breathing the same air, and then his hand slid up her side, fingers finding the buttons of her dress.

      Her heart was a drum in her chest, nerves and desire sending quivers through her body. Because she’d never been with a boy. Didn’t know what to do or what to say beyond what she’d heard other girls talk about. And she was afraid of doing it wrong, of ruining the moment.

      Then she felt him fumble the buttons, realized his hands were shaking. That, however improbable, Agrippa was as nervous as she was.

      Reaching up, she caught hold of his hands as she met his gaze in the dying candlelight. Then she unfastened the buttons, one by one, and drew his hands down to grip the fabric of her skirts.

      “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to,” he said softly. “Tell me if you want me to stop.”

      “I want this.” She tightened her grip on his hands. “I want you.”

      He gave a slow nod, then drew the fabric of her dress and shift over her head, leaving her naked from the waist up. Cold air bit at her skin and Silvara shivered, painfully aware months of rations had left her little more than skin and bone, her breasts slight and stomach hollow.

      But the reverence in his gaze as he leaned back, seeming to drink her in, chased away her trepidation.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, his hand slipping up her side to curve beneath her breast. “More perfect than I dreamed.”

      As was he, but she wondered if it was foolish to say it. To tell him how often she’d thought of touching the sleekness of his golden-brown skin, the hard muscles earned from a life of combat, the black tattoos inked on his flesh. How often she’d dreamt of what this would be like.

      So instead she kissed him again and allowed the world to fall away. Allowed herself to drown in him as the rest of their garments were cast aside. His skin burning against hers, hands and lips and tongue making her feel things she’d never thought possible, his words making her brave enough to whisper her own. Making her feel wild and free and so very alive.

      So when he rolled, settling her hips above his, a question in his gaze, Silvara knew exactly what she wanted.

      And she took it.

      The brief flash of pain as they came together faded as she kissed away his concern, moving until she heard his breath grow ragged, his heart a rapid thud thud against her palm even as his fingers touched her exactly as she wanted.

      Fire burned through her body, building hotter and hotter until she scarcely felt the cold, and then she broke, taking him with her. Hearing her name on his lips even as she screamed his, not caring who heard. Not caring for anything more than this moment as she collapsed in his arms, curling into the warmth of his body as he pulled blankets and cloaks over them, both of them silently breathing until her tiny stub of a candle winked out.
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      He woke to a cloud of pain, his body screaming, eyelashes sticking as he tried to blink, everything blurry. And he was so very, very cold.

      “He’s awake.”

      Felix’s voice. Except that shouldn’t be, because he’d given Agrippa and Amarin very specific orders. “You’re. Not. Supposed to. Be here.” It was hard to get the words out, his teeth chattering and each breath like being stabbed with a knife all over again.

      “Yes, well, for once Agrippa’s irreverence worked in your favor.” Felix leaned over him, his friend’s face fading in and out of focus. “What were you rutting thinking, Marcus? You know what happens when Hostus gets you alone.”

      For years he’d suffered Hostus. Of course he knew. “Was part. Of the. Plan.”

      “It was a shitty plan. A stupid plan.”

      He couldn’t feel his feet. His hands felt like ice. “My plans—” His chattering teeth caught his tongue “—are. Never shitty. Besides. It worked.”

      “I fail to see how you being close to death is a success.”

      “Minutia.” Because his survival was not necessary for the plan to succeed.

      “Not to me.” Felix’s voice cracked, and Marcus fought to focus on his friend’s face as Felix said, “You always do this to me. Why do you always do this to me?”

      “I’m fine.” The world faded to black, leaving only sound, and he heard Felix say, “Amarin, he’s freezing. We need more heat. More blankets.”

      “The smoke will set off his attacks,” Amarin answered. “He won’t survive it.”

      “He’s not going to survive freezing to death, either. I’m going to get—”

      “No.” Marcus couldn’t remember why he was standing his ground on this. Only that it was important. “No one else.”

      “Shit. Amarin, shit, I don’t know what to do.”

      Marcus felt hot droplets splattering against his face. Would’ve wiped them away, but he couldn’t find the strength to move. “Take care of the Thirty-Seventh.”

      “No.” Felix’s voice caught. “No, Marcus. That’s your job. Mine is to take care of you.”

      He needed to stay awake. Needed to tell Felix things. To give orders.

      But he couldn’t think.

      Then he felt heat against his back, warm breath against his cheek. Felix’s voice in his ear. “You keep breathing, all right? You’ve survived worse, so you can survive this. Please survive this.”

      And Marcus managed one thought. One sentence before the world went to black. “I haven’t done all the things I need to do yet.”
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      He left Silvara still sound asleep, curled up beneath her threadbare blankets and his fur-lined cloak. If he’d woken her, it would have required words, which was something he was feeling rather short on. If he survived the battle, he’d apologize. And if not, well…she could stand on his grave and berate him for his failings.

      What would he do if he survived? The question had circled his thoughts through much of the night, allowing him little sleep despite his exhaustion. He didn’t want things to end with her. Didn’t want to give her up. And with her lying naked in his arms, it had been easy to come up with ideas for how they might continue. Easy to forget the consequences of doing so, because what did punishment mean in the face of being with the girl he was falling in love with?

      She could follow the Thirty-Seventh. I could quit gambling and give her the money I earn. Others have done it before me and never been caught.

      Except out in the cold air, surrounded by the stench and poverty and misery of followers’ camp, reality slapped him in the face. This would be her life if she followed the legion, and it wasn’t the life he wanted for her. She deserved happiness and safety and a man who would put her first. Who didn’t have to hide from the world how much he cared about her. She deserved a family, which was something he could never give her, because the Thirty-Seventh was his family and he could not have both.

      You have to end it. His eyes burned with the truth of it, grief rising in his chest that the most perfect night of his life was one he’d now be forced to regret due to circumstance. Because by allowing it to happen, it had only made his leaving a thousand times worse.

      Marcus was right.

      The thought of the Thirty-Seventh’s legatus dragged his heart lower, because while being with Silvara had been an escape, he now had to face reality.

      Shivering, he approached the walls of the camp, pausing a safe distance back so those on duty could get a good look at him, then moved to the base. Above, Uther leaned his elbows on a beam of wood. “What happened to ‘I’ll be back in an hour, Uther’?”

      Agrippa shrugged. “You going to get me in or not?”

      “You owe me.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Uther’s calm should’ve eased the trepidation in his chest, especially given no one had hunted him down in the middle of the night, but part of him was still terrified that Marcus was a frozen corpse in his tent. And that he’d have to not just take up the reins of the battle to come, but dive into the politics and machinations of command that he’d kept clear of for so long. That he’d be responsible for seeing the Thirty-Seventh not just to the other side of this, but through all that was to come.

      “You better not be dead, Marcus,” he muttered under his breath as Uther tossed down a rope, well aware that there’d been a time, long ago when they’d been rivals, that he’d wished for exactly that. “I will piss on your grave if you’re dead.”

      Bracing his feet against the wall, he hauled himself upward and over, giving Uther and the others a muttered “Thanks” before descending into camp. It was beginning to stir with the glow of dawn, a few men walking to the latrines, breath steaming, and others yawning as they strapped on gear while they ate, preparing to take shifts on guard duty or patrol. Even on the day of a battle, a legion camp functioned as a finely oiled machine.

      Shift had changed, the guards around Marcus’s tent different than those when he’d left, and forcing himself to yawn, he said, “Top dog awake yet?”

      “There you are.” Amarin stepped outside. “You were supposed to be here at dawn.”

      Looking over his shoulder at the glow, Agrippa said, “I think we need a more specific definition of what dawn means, because I’m tired of being accused of tardiness.”

      The guards smirked, and he gave one a friendly elbow before walking to the tent’s entrance. Please be alive.

      Warmth struck him as he entered, though he barely felt it, his eyes skipping past Felix to Marcus, who sat stiffly on a stool. He was ghastly pale, the shadows beneath his eyes looking like bruises, but he was very much alive.

      “I must say, I’m impressed at your resilience, sir,” he said. “All those who claim you’re just a pretty face should really eat crow.”

      “I’m alive because of you,” Marcus answered. “Thank you.”

      Agrippa clenched his teeth, sucking in a breath through them. “Obviously I’ve been overly optimistic. You wouldn’t be so sentimental if you weren’t on death’s door. The next thing I know, it will be embraces and tearful goodbyes.”

      “Fuck off, Agrippa.”

      “And there it is.” He grinned and gave a jaunty salute. “All is well and right in the world. Shall we get on with things, then?”

      Marcus gave a stiff nod. “I’ll go out. The men—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there.” Flopping down on a stool and holding his hands over a brazier, Agrippa said, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but the only reason Hostus didn’t kill you last night was that you convinced him the Thirty-Seventh would come looking for blood if you didn’t emerge on your own two feet?”

      Eyes blurred with pain, Marcus nodded.

      “Hostus is an idiot for believing that, but regardless, judging from the fact that the Twenty-Ninth are actually up at dawn, he’s spent the night shitting himself with worry that you might die and that his piss-poor legion might actually have to fight us. And rather than easing his pea-sized mind, thus allowing him the opportunity to dedicate himself to regaining command of tonight’s battle, I suggest we lean into his fears you are on your deathbed, and thus he on his.”

      “As much as I’d love to crawl back into bed, I can’t.” Marcus pressed a finger to his temple, wincing. “If the men don’t see me out today, they’ll wonder what is wrong. Rumors will start, and I can’t—”

      “It won’t be rumors,” Agrippa interrupted, ignoring Felix’s glare. “Because we’re going to tell them the truth.”

      Marcus stared at him, then shook his head. “Agrippa, I didn’t suffer your stitches over Racker’s to keep this quiet only to go blathering the truth the next morning. It would be folly.”

      Keep to the role I give you and never reach higher. The words echoed through his head, and Agrippa felt himself retreating into the role of the subordinate. Reaching for a quip or joke to defuse the moment, to make them forget he’d said anything at all.

      Except there was too much at stake. Too many lives of those he cared about on the line for him to stay silent. “We’ve always done things differently, you and I,” he said. “You keep every detail close while I put all my cards on the table, and given you ended up on top, maybe yours is the better way. Except I can’t help but think that your inability to trust your men is a weakness, Marcus.”

      Blue-grey eyes fixed on him, sharpening. “All it would take is a handful of them stepping out of line for this to turn into a war between legions. I can’t risk it.”

      For a moment, Agrippa pitied him. The loneliness not just of command, but of never being able to let down your guard. Never being able to trust those around you because the stakes were too high. Except was that how it had to be?

      “You shaped this legion,” he said. “Gave us a reputation before we’d even left Lescendor and reached higher with every campaign. With every victory. The Thirty-Seventh would follow you into fire, so what does it say that you won’t trust them with the truth? That you won’t trust them to hold their ground and play this exactly right, because that was the order you gave them.”

      Marcus’s face was unreadable, but Agrippa could sense the wheels turning in his head. The weighing and measuring of risk and reward, but also something more visceral. More emotional, as though he wanted to take the leap but was terrified of the fall.

      Silence.

      Then he nodded. “All right, we do it your way.” Lifting his hand, he leveled a finger at Agrippa. “But don’t get used to it.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Rising to his feet, Agrippa said, “You crawl back into bed. Amarin, put on your apron so you can mother hen him through the day. And Felix, you stay here because no one would believe you’d leave his side if he was actually in danger of dying.”

      “And you?”

      “I’ll take care of everything outside this tent. Make sure the men know what is what.” Make sure they all knew what Hostus had done, but also that Marcus had ordered them to hold their lines. “You’ll take command right before the battle, stealing away whatever hopes Hostus has for taking credit. And tonight, the Thirty-Seventh will write its name in blood.”
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      A shiver ran over her body, cold biting at her face and ears, the only parts of her not covered by the fur of Agrippa’s cloak. Pulling her knees up to her chest, she squirmed backward in search of his warmth.

      And found nothing.

      Sitting upright, she stared at the empty space beside her. Maybe he’s just gone to find a tree, was the first thought that filled her head as cold air brushed her naked back. His cloak is here. He’ll be back.

      Except his armor was missing. As were his weapons. And the brightness of the light in her tent told her it was well past dawn. Yet still, she pressed a hand to where he’d slept, her stomach plummeting to find it cold.

      Gone.

      Without a goodbye, which would have been blow enough after what had passed between them last night, but knowing what the day would bring made it a thousand times worse. What if I never see him again?

      A hot tear rolled down her cheek, and she scrubbed it aside furiously because there was more at stake than her broken heart. Unless Hostus had killed Marcus, the legions were going to attack Hydrilla, which meant the rebels needed to be warned.

      Pulling on her clothes and worn cloak, she stepped out into the blowing snow and wind, heading toward Carina’s tent. Ducking inside, she found the rebel leader breaking her fast with Hecktor. “Unless our plan comes to fruition, they will attack tonight,” she said without preamble. “We need to send a message to the fortress to prepare, because this time, they’ll fight until they win, no matter the losses.”

      Carina pressed her face to her hands. “I had hoped…”

      A flash of guilt ran through Silvara, because she wasn’t the only one with family inside the fortress. Wasn’t the only one with someone to lose. Wasn’t the only one who’d prayed to the spirits every night that the cold would drive the legions back to their fortresses on the coast for the winter, allowing Hydrilla to regroup and strengthen.

      “Did he give you any details on how they intend to attack?” Hecktor asked, his grim face telling her that even with details, it wouldn’t be enough.

      “No,” she said. “He said only that he’d go where he was commanded to go and that it would be loud. That I should stay in my tent until it was over. I…I don’t think he believes he’ll survive.” Her words caught on the last, and she clenched her teeth to hold back a sob. Because tonight, she might well lose everyone she cared about.

      Everyone she loved.

      “They must be planning a frontal assault,” Hecktor replied, staring at the steam rising from his cup. “They’ve made no attempt to remove the barricade in the tunnel, so over the walls and through them is the only route in.” He shook his head. “The lumber they’ve cut must be for siege towers. More catapults. Spirits have mercy on those we love.”

      “They will lose thousands against Hydrilla’s defenses if they go that route, which seems out of character for the Thirty-Seventh’s legatus.” Carina lifted her head from her hands. “Are you sure, girl?”

      “All I know is what Agrippa told me.” But that wasn’t the whole of it. She’d seen the fear, felt his hands shake, had held him as he’d cried out for Yaro in his sleep last night. “There was no deception in him—the battle is planned for tonight.”

      An anguished cry wrenched from Hecktor’s lips and both she and Carina jumped as he threw his cup across the tent.

      “We should have surrendered.” His hands were balled into fists, knuckles white and face streaked with tears. “We were fools to believe we could win. The Empire is too powerful. We were such fools. Such fools.” He repeated the words over and over, pulling at his hair.

      Had it been a mistake? Silvara looked inward into her heart, searching for answers. Hydrilla had long been the center of Bardeen’s rebel movement, the last bastion against the Empire’s oppression. For it to surrender wouldn’t just be the surrender of a few thousand people, but the surrender of the rebel movement.

      “We weren’t fools.” The words came out of her in a rush. “Surrender would’ve meant the end of the fight to liberate Bardeen from the Empire. Would have been as good as all of us getting down on our knees and swearing loyalty to the Senate. Even those of us not forced into indenture would be forced into lives far different than what we wished. Our forests destroyed, our children taken as tithes to the legions, and our backs broken to pay the taxes that flow to patrician pockets. Is that what you wish to surrender to?”

      Both looked at her, and for the first time, they seemed to see who she wished to be. Not a laundress, but a fighter. Not a loyalist, but a rebel. “Hydrilla might fall tonight, but it will fall fighting. And its defiance until death will set Bardeen on fire.”
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      Felix braced him as Amarin pulled his armor on, pain hitting him from every angle. “Are you sure you can do this?”

      “His surety is irrelevant,” Racker snapped. “He should be on his back resting, not gallivanting off into battle. You do it, Felix.”

      “Racker,” Marcus said between his teeth, “when have you ever known me to gallivant?”

      “My point stands,” the Thirty-Seventh’s surgeon snapped. He had barely left Marcus’s side since Agrippa sent for him that morning. “You lost a great deal of blood, have four fractured ribs, a broken wrist, and more of you is bruised than not. You shouldn’t be on your feet.”

      “And yet I am.” He allowed Amarin to drape his cloak over his shoulders, the thick fur beneath the crimson wool welcome, for he still couldn’t get warm no matter how many hot drinks and blankets were foisted on him. “And your skills will be required elsewhere tonight. Dismissed.”

      Racker glared at him, then departed, leaving him alone with Felix and Amarin. “I can do it, if you want,” Felix said. “It isn’t as though I don’t know the plan.”

      There was a certain temptation to the suggestion, given remaining on his feet was taking just about all the energy he had, but Marcus shook his head. “I have to do this. We’re ready?”

      “Never been more ready in our lives,” Agrippa announced, stepping inside. “Hostus has spent the whole day drinking and pacing and shouting at Carmo. The Thirty-Seventh has spent the whole day looking on the cusp of picking a fight, although they all kept their fists in check. And I have been my most serious of selves, not cracking a single joke, which is what truly has the Twenty-Ninth pissing themselves. Oh, and Rastag says your tunnel is also finished, so we can get underway with the siege on your signal.”

      “Then let us do so.” Squaring his shoulders, Marcus stepped out of his tent and into the cold. To find what had to be close to five hundred of the Thirty-Seventh standing around his tent, weapons in hand, their eyes outward. On guard, and so utterly silent that he hadn’t once suspected they were there.

      At the sight of him, they all saluted, the sound of fists striking armored chests echoing through camp.

      “This your doing?” he asked Agrippa, but the primus shook his head.

      “Those off duty took it upon themselves, sir. They seemed to feel it was necessary.”

      Marcus’s chest tightened with a twist of emotion he didn’t quite understand, but he nodded in acknowledgement, then strode toward Grypus’s pavilion, the proconsul appearing at the entrance wearing heavy robes.

      “I warned you Hostus would take it poorly,” Grypus said, looking Marcus up and down. “But it’s childish to say I told you so.”

      “Do I have you to thank?” Marcus asked, still troubled with how Hostus had come to know the information given that only he, Grypus, and a handful of the Thirty-Seventh had known the extent of his plans.

      The proconsul shook his head. “Look to your own in this, Marcus. I didn’t rise to my position with a loose tongue.”

      Marcus inclined his head, acknowledging that in this, the man was not lying. “We are ready to get underway with taking Hydrilla, Proconsul. Do we have your authority to proceed?”

      “Certainly,” Grypus answered. “I would like to watch. At what hour do you intend to begin?”

      “In twenty minutes, I should think.”

      “Twenty minutes! Mercy, boy, you don’t waste time.” Grypus disappeared into his pavilion, shouting for his armor to be brought to him.

      Looking to Felix, Marcus nodded, and watched as his second approached the gathered centurions and told them what Marcus wanted, the young men all nodding in confirmation. And within minutes, organized ranks were swiftly filing out of the camp, moving into position with the efficiency earned from a thousand hours of drills, not one of them hesitating.

      Then Marcus felt the skin between his shoulder blades prickle. Turning, he found Hostus a dozen paces away, face filled with fury as he realized that he’d been played. “Will the Twenty-Ninth be joining us in the field now or do you require a little more time to find your balls?”

      The vein in Hostus’s forehead pulsed, but he saluted. “We’ll be there, sir. At your backs.”

      “Excellent. We’ll see you shortly.”

      Turning on his heel, Marcus ignored the wave of dizziness that struck him and headed toward the gates, escort marching around him.

      “Oh, that was perfection,” Agrippa crowed as they left the camp, circling around to the high barricades that concealed the entrance to the tunnel. “I wish there was a way to go back in time and watch it happen again. You should really sass your enemies more often, sir. You’ve a true knack for it.”

      But Marcus was in no mood. “Someone leaked the information of our plans to him. I want to know who.”

      “I’ll put it on my list of things to do after I lead twenty men into a fortress filled with three thousand Bardenese warriors intent on killing us and no avenue for retreat, sir. But I can already tell you, it wasn’t one of my men. They’re loyal, as they are about to prove.”

      Guilt immediately flooded through Marcus’s veins, because it was Agrippa and his men upon which this entire plan hinged. Not all of them would survive. None of them might survive, and yet they all stood waiting at the mouth of the tunnel.

      “It should be me going in.”

      Pulling off his helmet, Agrippa wiped melting snow from his cheeks. Then he tossed the helmet at Marcus’s face.

      Instinct had him jerking his hands up to catch it, but the sharp motion sent pain lancing up his side, nearly making him vomit.

      “So that’s reason number one you’re not coming,” Agrippa said, taking the helmet back and jamming it down on his head. “Two, even when you’re in top form, you’re a mediocre fighter. Three, when was the last time you even fought in a line? Do you even remember how to use a shield? Four, you’re not very good at following instructions, especially mine. Five—”

      “You made your point, Agrippa.”

      “Five,” he continued, “you’re the only one who can keep Hostus and Grypus from trying to take the reins and botching this mad plan of yours. So you’ll just need to trust me to do this part without you there to nitpick.”

      The only one. And even with all of Grypus’s promises, Marcus still feared his ability to keep the two men in check. “I never doubt your abilities.”

      “Perfect.” Agrippa picked up his shield. “Shall we get underway, then?”

      “Once we see the rebels react, we’ll be there. I’ll leave you to come up with a motivational speech—I know you love giving them.” And he could hardly breathe, much less shout.

      “They are one of my many talents.”

      They stood in silence, and then Marcus stepped forward, clasping Agrippa’s arm. “Try to get to the other side of this, all right? But if you must die, know that it was an honor to fight with you.”

      “Sentiment from the ever austere legatus of the Thirty-Seventh.” Agrippa dropped his shield to rub his eyes. “I’m tearing up, sir.”

      “You are the most rutting obnoxious bastard in the legion.”

      “And there it is.” Laughing, Agrippa smacked the back of Marcus’s helmet, then turned to Felix, who had approached. “Hostus will try something. Be ready.”

      “Always am.”

      Retrieving his shield from the slush, Agrippa saluted, then turned on his heel and strode into the tunnel.

      “He’ll get it done,” Marcus muttered. “Always does.” Then, louder, to the ranks of men who waited, “You have your instructions. Do not disappoint.”

      Hands slammed against armored chests in salute, nearly drowning out the chorus of “Yes, sir!”

      “Let’s go.” He managed to get a dozen paces before he had to duck behind a barricade to puke, the pain nearly bringing him to his knees.

      Sucking in rapid breaths, he silently whispered, Please let this work. Please don’t let their deaths be for nothing.

      He felt Felix move next to him, felt the waterskin pushed against his hand. He lifted it to his lips, and then his friend murmured, “It’s not water.”

      Marcus took a careful sip, tasting whiskey, then gulped down another for good measure. “Thanks.”

      “I’ve got your back.”

      “You always do.” Biting down on the pain that came with each step, he and Felix started toward the pavilion where he’d command the first real battle of his life. Their escort marched in neat lines around them, banners flapping wetly on the cold wind. The ranks of the Thirty-Seventh parted to allow them to pass, waves of thundering salutes from the thousands of young men loud in his ears. Then they began to chant, weapons striking shields or armored chests in rhythm as they roared the legion’s name.

      Thirty-Seventh.

      Marcus’s feet sank into the frigid slush as he climbed the rise, Felix jamming the legion’s standard into the earth once they reached the top. Then Marcus turned and lifted one hand.

      Silence fell across the ranks, every one of his men still, their eyes fixed on the walls of Hydrilla and the thousands of Bardenese standing atop them. A sharp crack filled the air as Hydrilla deployed one of their catapults, the rock landing a dozen feet in front of his lines. Not one of his men flinched.

      “Quite the entrance, boy,” Hostus said softly, stepping out from under the pavilion where he waited with Grypus, who was grinning like a madman.

      “About the only thing I learned from you, Hostus.”

      The man’s eyes flashed in the torchlight, promising murder. “Aren’t we bold.” Then he bent closer. “And yet I can smell the vomit on your breath.”

      And Marcus could still taste it, the bitter sourness of nerves that he was doing his best to keep hidden.

      “Are we ready?” Grypus, wearing his armor and a small fortune’s worth of fur, stepped out from the shelter of the pavilion, a steaming cup of mulled wine in one hand. “What are you waiting for?”

      “You’ve a lot riding on twenty men,” Hostus said. “You’re going to look a fool if they fail.”

      Marcus didn’t answer, his eyes on the fortress.

      “Even if they do fail, you’re attacking,” Grypus snapped. “I’ll have this fortress tonight, one way or another. I don’t care if every last one of you has to die to do it.”

      “Be at ease, Proconsul,” Marcus answered. “Before dawn, you’ll be sipping wine in your new fortress, having claimed Hydrilla in the name of the Empire.”

      “Agrippa’s ready,” Felix said softly at his left.

      “But for now, Proconsul, I’d ask that you remain silent for the duration.” Stepping away from them, Marcus nodded at the signalman. “Begin.”
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      It was cold and wet and dark, but worst of all was the press of rocky earth on all sides, making Agrippa feel as though the air was too close.

      Like he couldn’t breathe.

      The tunnel was wide for the first fifty feet, then he and his men dropped into a narrow shaft that ran beneath where dozens of men had choked and died on acrid smoke in the previous assault.

      And would again if he and his men didn’t get this done.

      Lanterns burned low every dozen paces, illuminating their path, and he noted the spot Rastag had marked beneath the barricade. The engineer had rigged the tunnel above to collapse when the team of draft horses pulled the beams free, dropping the rocks and debris into the space that had been dug underneath. It would allow the rest of the Thirty-Seventh clear passage into the fortress.

      But would also cut off his line of retreat.

      After they passed that point, it got tighter, Agrippa forced to turn sideways and pull his shield along with him, the only sound the scrape of their armor and weapons against rocks.

      Sweat trickled down his face, down his back, his palms slick with it, but he forced himself to whisper, “Isn’t this fun, boys? Aren’t you glad you volunteered?”

      “For glory,” someone whispered.

      “For honor.”

      “For the Empire.”

      Then Quintus muttered, “Who keeps farting?”

      “Sorry,” Agrippa replied. “I think I had a few too many of Grypus’s olives.”

      Chuckles filtered up through the tunnel, and Agrippa allowed the banter for another minute because it was better than them thinking about what was to come. Better than thinking about how many of them wouldn’t make it out alive. Only when they were under the city did he whisper, “Serious faces now, boys. And send the signal for the rest of our friends to provide us a bit of cover.”

      The message rippled back through the tunnel, and right as Agrippa reached the end and looked up at the bottom of a floor, the flagstones braced with beams of wood, the thunder began.

      The sound of close to ten thousand legionnaires slamming weapons against shields and screaming for blood, and he smiled, because every soul in Hydrilla would be staring outward at that nightmare.

      Not beneath, where the true danger lurked.

      “Let’s get to work,” he said, then stepped back to allow Gibzen to reach up to brace the flagstone while he pulled free the beam. As silently as possible, they chipped away the rest of the mortar holding the stone in place, Gibzen breathing heavily as he lowered it down and set it at their feet.

      Fresh air washed down over them, smelling of dust and old straw and, faintly, of manure, though Agrippa doubted any livestock had lived in here for weeks. Linking his fingers, he boosted Gibzen upward into the blackness.

      And promptly heard a scuffle.

      Silently cursing, Agrippa jumped to grab the edge of the floor, feeling someone shove his feet to get him up.

      Gibzen had his weapon out and was moving on two young boys huddled in the straw, their eyes wide with terror.

      Catching Gibzen’s arm, Agrippa hauled him back, then dropped to his knees and pressed a finger to his lips. “Keep silent and you’ll live,” he said to them in Bardenese. “Understood?”

      Their chins jerked up and down, gaunt faces already streaked with tears, shoulders shaking with stifled sobs. Not that anyone would hear them over the roar of the legions outside the walls.

      “Just kill them,” Gibzen muttered. “You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

      Ignoring him, Agrippa tore strips from their clothes, one ear for the rest of his men climbing into the stable. He swiftly bound and gagged the boys, deliberately leaving their wrists loose enough that they’d be able to work their way free. Then he dropped to one knee, looking the terrified children in the eye. “This fortress is about to fall,” he said to them. “Anyone who wants to live through the night needs to go to the north wall and climb down the cliffs.”

      “Marcus didn’t say shit about that,” Gibzen hissed. “How do you know it’s not being watched?”

      “It is being watched,” Agrippa answered. “But I know Marcus. Those doing the watching have orders to allow civilians to escape. He always leaves a backdoor for those who’d rather live than fight.”

      Gibzen made a noise of disgust. “You’re both a pair of rutting bleeding hearts.”

      Agrippa ignored him. “As soon as we go, you boys get yourselves loose and run,” he said. “Spread the word to get out. Understand?”

      Both nodded and, knowing that there was every chance they wouldn’t survive the night, Agrippa turned back to his men, moving through them to the stable doors. He eased one open and peered out into the courtyard, his eyes immediately going to the countless Bardenese standing on the walls, ready to fight. Torches illuminated their forms, and he saw not just men, but women and children, their backs straight though he could smell the stink of sweat and terror.

      Dropping his gaze, he focused on those guarding the opening to the tunnel under the wall. A bonfire already burned, and to one side, he saw jars of some sort of powder, which must be what turned the smoke to poison. Those manning it all had weapons in hand, but they were staring into the tunnel. And he’d no doubt there were more of them inside the tunnel at the barricade, listening for any sound indicating the legion was attempting to move it.

      Over the roar of the screaming legions, Agrippa heard the familiar crack of catapults deploying but falling short of the walls. Rastag testing his range. Listening for another crack, he counted the men they’d need to kill. He lifted his hand and moved his fingers to signal his plan.

      Then he willfully turned off whatever it was inside him that grieved for what was about to occur, that felt sorrow for the lives that would be lost, that wept for the hurt they endured before they breathed their last. And when he refocused, all he saw was the enemy.

      He opened the door.

      They moved in a silent rush across the courtyard. Agrippa’s blade caught a man in the back of the neck, slicing through his spine. Blood sprayed him in the face as he passed the falling corpse. All around, he saw Bardenese dropping to the ground, choking on their blood as his men dispatched them in rapid succession with no one the wiser.

      Then a dying man screamed, “They’re inside the walls!”

      Quintus shoved his blade through the man’s throat.

      But it was too late.

      Agrippa felt the wave of panic wash through the people on the walls as they turned and found carnage at their backs. And realized what it meant.

      “Hold the tunnel,” one of them screamed, and the rest surged, racing down the stairs to the courtyard.

      “Get the fires out,” Agrippa shouted, killing two more men and tasting blood in his mouth. An arrow bounced off his armor, another against his shield, and he hissed in pain as one sliced across his thigh. “Get the powder!”

      Miki threw sand on the fires while Quintus guarded his back, and with Gibzen at his side, Agrippa raced to where the jars sat. A man lunged at him, blade swinging, but he slid underneath it, hearing the meaty thunk of gladius striking flesh as Gibzen dispatched the man.

      But they kept coming.

      He crossed blades with a man, then slammed him in the face with his shield, but the bastard caught hold of it, pulling them both over.

      They rolled, crashing into the table holding the powder and sending the jars smashing against the flagstones.

      Dropping his gladius, Agrippa grabbed the man’s head and smashed the brim of his helmet into his face, hearing bone crack, and when the man pulled back, he shoved a knife between his ribs.

      He dove forward to hamstring a man going after Gibzen, who caught hold of a rain barrel. The contents flooded over the ground, washing away the powder.

      Arrows rained down around them, glancing off armor and shields, but some struck true. Agrippa heard the screams. Saw his men drop.

      And felt nothing.

      “Pull back to the tunnel,” he shouted at the twelve who remained, and all of them reacted instantly to the order.

      Shields up, they backed against the tunnel, forming a wall of steel and blades around the opening.

      “Come on, Marcus,” he hissed, “this is the moment.”

      The Bardenese hurled themselves against his line, men and women dropping and dying, but they didn’t stop. They couldn’t stop, because they knew what was coming.

      Hands of the fallen clawed at his legs, trying to drag him down, and he shoved his blade into the mass of bodies at his feet, screams filling his ears. Making his skull ache.

      Come on!

      Next to him, Quintus gasped in pain, and Agrippa instinctively moved sideways, elbowing his friend backward even as he saw another of his men fall. “Tighten the line!”

      His men moved inward, stepping back to close the gap. But there were only eleven of them now against hundreds.

      Another of his men dropped. Then another, forcing them to step back, abandoning the fallen to the screaming masses of the enemy. And they wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.

      Now, Marcus!

      A loud roar echoed up from the tunnel, and a heartbeat later, a cloud of dust rushed over Agrippa’s head.

      The enemy froze, then seemed to understand what was happening and flung themselves at Agrippa and his men.

      A screaming woman impaled herself on his gladius, wrenching it from his grip. It was a wall of faces and flesh pressing against them. Reaching through the gaps in their shields to claw at them.

      “Hold!” he shouted. “Don’t you ugly bastards even think about breaking!”

      His feet slid backward under the force, his injured leg trembling.

      “Hold the line!”

      Then he felt movement behind him, a shield clanking into place behind his and Gibzen’s, and Uther shouted, “Can we join the party?”

      Agrippa laughed wildly as more and more of his men poured from the tunnel, shields sliding into place without hesitation. “Step!” he shouted, the line moving outward in unison, weapons sliding through gaps to drive the Bardenese back.

      More abandoned their place on the wall to attack, their eyes full of desperation, and a heartbeat later, Agrippa heard the deafening crash of rock striking wood. Pieces of the splintered catapult on the wall rained down, bouncing off the shields over his head but murdering the enemy they struck.

      Another crash, and the other catapult was torn from its mount. It fell to smash those it had been intended to protect, the rock that had destroyed it continuing through the wall of a building.

      “They’re coming for the walls!” he heard a woman scream. “They’re coming!”

      He felt the teeming mass before him waver. And then they broke, racing into the city and abandoning those still fighting above.

      “Clear the walls,” he shouted, sending groups racing up the stairs, where they carved into those who still remained. Those who still fought.

      But it was over.

      They’d won.
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      He watched in silence as the siege towers slammed against the walls and his men flowed up them and into the fortress, more still moving in through the tunnel. The orange glow of fire illuminated Hydrilla, smoke blotting out the stars in the sky, the sounds of screams crossing the distance to fill his ears.

      Felix stood an arm’s length away, taking report after report as the Thirty-Seventh pushed through the city, killing any who fought back, but driving them toward the north wall where those who wanted to live could escape down the cliffs and into the ravine below.

      Seeing Felix’s nod of confirmation, Marcus turned to Grypus. “Hydrilla has fallen, Proconsul. Congratulations.”

      Grypus clapped his hands together in delight. “I knew you had it in you, my boy. All of Celendrial—no, all of the Empire will soon have your name on their lips for this masterful bit of work.”

      He pounded Marcus on the back, forcing him to clench his teeth as agony rolled through him. “I knew bringing you here was the right choice. You are every bit the weapon we’d hoped for and more, and rest assured, my boy, we will turn you and yours on anyone who dares to challenge the Empire’s might. You have written your name in blood. Yours and the Thirty-Seventh’s.”

      Marcus inclined his head. “The Bardenese are beginning to surrender. May I have your permission to order my men to accept?”

      Grypus’s eyes turned feral. “No.”

      “But—”

      “They had their chance, Legatus,” Grypus interrupted. “They chose defiance. And now all of Bardeen will bear witness to what happens to those who defy the dragon.” He turned to Hostus. “As promised, you can send your men in. They can take what they want but tell them to leave the finest house alone. I have no interest in sleeping in a tent tonight.”

      Marcus bit the insides of his cheeks hard enough to draw blood, because this had not been part of their arrangement. Wasn’t something he’d ever have agreed to. Which Grypus bloody well knew, which was why he was sending the Twenty-Ninth in. And Marcus didn’t have the authority to countermand a proconsul. “At least allow the children…”

      “No. They had their chance and chose not to take it.”

      “Their parents chose—”

      “Enough!” Grypus snapped. “They’ve rebellious blood in their veins and allowed to grow up, they’ll only return to their base nature. I want every rebel in Hydrilla dead before dawn.”

      “With pleasure, Proconsul.” Pulling his blade, Hostus moved down into the ranks of his men, and Marcus knew the gutters of Hydrilla would run with blood tonight.

      Horns blew as the Twenty-Ninth moved forward in a steady tide, ranks dividing to climb towers and to press through the gate, which the Thirty-Seventh had unbarricaded. Marcus had opened the doors, which meant every single one of the dead or dying could be laid at his feet. And it was all he could do not to vomit.

      “Men like Hostus serve a purpose, Legatus.” Grypus sipped at his wine. “But to keep them loyal, they need to be fed.”

      “At what cost?” Marcus knew he should say nothing, that he should abide, but the words slipped from his lips. “Showing mercy might lead the other rebels to surrender. But this? Hydrilla will stand as a martyr for Bardeen for a generation.”

      “It might be you are right. But mercy is often seen as a sign of weakness and Bardeen is but one province of many. And when it comes to rule, it is a far better thing to be feared than loved.” Grypus gave him a considering stare. “You’ve won a great victory tonight on many levels, Marcus. You’ve rid yourself of Hostus and set yourself and the Thirty-Seventh on the path to a glorious future. Don’t throw that away for the sake of the lives of strangers who’d gladly stab you in the back if given the chance.”

      He felt sick, his stomach in ropes because there was a massacre going on behind him and he had the power to stop it. Except to do so would mean bringing the wrath of the Empire down on not just his head, but on the heads of his men. So for their sake, he’d bear this guilt. “As you say, Proconsul.”

      “Good boy.” Grypus slung an arm around his shoulders, and the waves of repulsion that surged through Marcus drowned out the pain. This man was a different breed of monster than Hostus, but a monster nonetheless, and Bardeen would suffer under his governorship. The urge to pull a weapon and slit the man’s throat reared up in his mind, but what would that change? He’d only be replaced by another of his ilk and Marcus would be hanged in the Forum as a traitor to the Empire.

      “At dawn, you will move your legion back to the coast,” Grypus said, interrupting his thoughts. “The Senate has its eyes on Chersome, and come spring, I want you ready to bring that defiant little island into the Empire’s fold. Do it, and your name will forever be tied to Celendor’s achievement of dominion of every land from north to south.”

      Was that the legacy he wanted? To be the commander who defeated the last free people in the name of men like Grypus?

      Grypus took hold of his shoulders, staring him in the eyes, his breath strong with the scent of wine. “There’s a spark of something in you that I don’t like, boy. Something that stinks like defiance.” The proconsul leaned closer and Marcus struggled not to recoil. “Remember that the Senate owns you. Do our bidding and you will be rewarded handsomely. Cross us, and we will feed your corpse to the dogs. Am I understood?”

      Marcus stared down at the man, hatred rising in his gut. For Grypus. And for the fact that what the man said was the truth. “Yes, Proconsul.”

      “Now if you’ll excuse me, I find myself famished.”

      Marcus watched Grypus saunter away in the company of his shivering women, then he turned to where Felix and Servius and the rest of his escort stood waiting. “Pull them out.”

      “Sir?” Felix frowned at him.

      “Pull the Thirty-Seventh out of Hydrilla. And my orders on conduct still stand. Those who violate them will be punished accordingly.”

      “Yes, sir.” Felix relayed instructions to the signalman, horn blasts filling the night. “Anything else, sir?”

      “Get me numbers.”

      It was time for him to learn the true cost of what they had achieved tonight.
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      They’d done it.

      They were free of the Twenty-Ninth. And despite having left twenty-six of the men under his command dead or badly injured, Agrippa had to believe it was worth it. Had to believe that the Thirty-Seventh being liberated from Hostus and Grypus was worth the loss of his friends and brothers.

      And they weren’t the only thing he was going to lose tonight.

      The ache in his heart rivaled that of his battered body, because he had to say goodbye to her. The Thirty-Seventh was his life, the men in it, his brothers. Which meant wherever the legion’s standard went, he’d follow, because he’d never abandon his family.

      But that didn’t mean he intended to abandon her, either.

      Striding toward the medical tent, he wove his way among men carrying stretchers of injured, most of them Thirty-Seventh. Inside, he quickly caught sight of Quintus and Miki, the former clenching his teeth as one of the medics stitched a deep slice across his thigh.

      “And you had such pretty legs,” he said. “No wonder Miki looks so upset.”

      “You’re such a bastard,” Miki growled, but Agrippa only sang, “Guilty!”

      He retrieved a bar of soap and scrubbed his hands clean, then motioned for the medic to move. “I can finish this. There are others more in need of your skill.”

      “Yes, sir.” The medic handed him the needle, then moved in the direction of screams. Bending low, Agrippa examined the injury, then began to work, drawing the flesh together with neat stitches. “We’re done with the Twenty-Ninth,” he said softly. “Grypus has cut the apron strings and tomorrow, we’ll move out.”

      “You better not be joking,” Quintus said between clenched teeth. “If this is one of your bullshit stories…”

      “It’s not. On the Thirty-Seventh’s standard, I swear it.” He looked up from his work to see both of his friends grinning. “Everything’s going to get better for us going forward, I promise.”

      Finishing the stitches, he wrapped a bandage around Quintus’s thigh. “I need a favor, though.”

      “Should’ve known you weren’t doing this out of the goodness of your heart,” his friend muttered.

      “In another life, I’d have been a tailor my stitches are so perfect, so quit your whining.” Sitting on his heels, he said, “Give me all the coin you have on you.” Then, because Miki was likely to have more, he added, “Both of you.”

      “What for? You lose a bet and can’t cover your wager?”

      “Never mind what it’s for. Just give it to me and I’ll pay you back, all right?”

      Grumbling, both of his friends dug into their belt pouches, handing him an assortment of coins. Not much, but enough for her to get out of that camp and start a new life. He tucked them away and said, “Keep to large groups of our own. The Twenty-Ninth’s taken a shaming tonight and they’ll be looking for blood where they can find it.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Without answering, Agrippa rose and started toward the entrance of the tent, calling back over his shoulder, “Keep that clean!” before ducking out into the organized chaos of camp.

      He stopped first at his tent, pulling off his gore-coated armor and tossing his dented helmet inside to deal with later. Taking Quintus’s cloak, he pulled it over his shoulders and then headed toward the camp gates, falling in with a patrol that was moving out to search the woods for rebels who’d escaped. Though if the rebels were wise, they’d be running as hard and fast as they could.

      Torches guttered in the wind, lighting the snow-covered path down to the dimly lit followers’ camp, and his stomach clenched knowing it would be cold tonight. And that this time, he couldn’t stay with her.

      Crossing the bridge, he broke into a trot, the camp quiet compared to the one he’d left behind. They’d have been told to stay in their tents lest they be mistaken for rebels and killed, but even within, all he heard were muffled voices and the sobs of women crying, though what about, he couldn’t have said.

      Faint light glowed through the canvas of her tiny tent, and he paused outside, whispering, “Silvara?”

      He heard a flurry of motion inside, and her gasp of “Agrippa?” A second later, the tent flap was pulled open and her arms were around his neck. “You’re alive!”

      “I’m hard to kill.” He pushed her into the tent. “Hydrilla has fallen and is under our control. The surviving rebels are fleeing north. It’s over.”

      She went still in his arms. “Fallen…”

      “Yes, we won. But that’s not why I’m here.” He managed to get the words out, then his voice failed him.

      Because he didn’t want to say goodbye.

      The thought of never seeing her again, of never hearing her laugh, hollowed out his chest. He had another thirty years of service to the Empire. Another thirty years to earn out his indenture, and even if he managed to survive to retirement, this moment would be too deep in the past to ever resurrect in the present.

      It’s over, you coward, he chastised himself. You owe her the truth.

      “What’s happening to those in Hydrilla?”

      “Many escaped down the cliffs.” He exhaled. “But Grypus has given the Twenty-Ninth free rein, so any who didn’t make it out are likely dead. Or wish they were.”

      Her knees buckled and he barely managed to catch her before she dropped. “Silvara? What’s wrong?”

      “My family...” A ragged sob tore from her throat. “My family is dead.”

      Dread punched him in the gut, his mouth going sour. “What are you talking about?”

      “My father was in Hydrilla.” She was shaking. “My brother.”

      How many men had he killed tonight? Fifteen? Twenty? More? Nameless people, and faceless, because he’d learned long ago not to look too hard. Those you saw were the ones who haunted you. Except they were somebody to someone. They might have been somebody to her. “They might have got out. Hundreds fled; we left them an opening for it.”

      “It has to have been worth it,” she whispered, barely seeming to have heard him. “It cannot have been in vain.”

      “What are you talking about?” he demanded.

      Except he knew. If her family was in Hydrilla, that meant they were rebels. Which meant Silvara was a—

      Agrippa didn’t have a chance to finish the thought, because cold steel suddenly pressed against his throat.
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      He was running on adrenaline, it requiring all his willpower to remain on his feet. The world seemed far too bright despite it being the middle of the night. Blood oozed down his side, having already soaked through his bandages, and the pain seemed to intensify with each breath he took.

      Get through this one last meeting, he ordered himself. Then you can let Racker dose you with narcotics and Felix will take care of the rest.

      “Where is your man of the hour?” Grypus stretched, rubbing at the belly he’d been stuffing while Hydrilla was sacked. The pink smears of lip varnish on the side of his face suggested he’d satisfied more than one urge during the intervening hours. “Given he did the heavy lifting, so to speak, I’d think you’d want him here for this.”

      Agrippa had survived the battle more or less unscathed, Marcus knew that much. “Likely in medical. It’s his men who are injured, and he’s as good with a needle as most of my medics.”

      “Fetch him.” Grypus filled his wine cup with the bottle sitting on the table. “I want a firsthand account of the battle while it’s fresh in his head. Something to regale my fellows with when I return to Celendrial.”

      You’re a twisted, selfish bastard, Marcus wanted to snarl, but instead he nodded at Felix. “Send someone to fetch Agrippa.”

      As Felix moved to step out of the tent, Hostus shoved his way inside. The other legatus was splattered with blood and gore, his mouth smeared with crimson, and his emerald eyes were wild with fury. “This had better be good,” he snarled. “I don’t like being interrupted.”

      Marcus’s felt nausea burn the back of his throat with the knowledge of what Hostus had been doing, the other man taking advantage of carnage and chaos to indulge his twisted proclivities. The sort of creature who was the stuff of nightmares and yet the Senate seemed content for him to remain in command.

      “You will come when you are bid,” Grypus snapped back. “Else I’ll not toss you the scraps again, understood?”

      A shiver of rage ran over the Twenty-Ninth’s commander, but then he smiled, revealing teeth still red with blood. “As you say, Proconsul. What is it that I can do for you?”

      Unrolling a thick piece of paper stamped with the consul’s seal, Grypus said, “This is a directive from the Senate. The Thirty-Seventh has completed their training and has been granted status with honors for their victory tonight. At dawn, they will return to the coast, where they will be redeployed at the Senate’s whim. The Twenty-Ninth will remain in Hydrilla, tasked with hunting down the remaining rebels and seeing to their executions.”

      Hostus slowly rotated to stare at Marcus. “You think I’m going to allow you to walk away?” He jerked out his gladius. “Your life is mine.”

      But before he could move, Felix was behind him, the tip of his weapon pressed against Hostus’s throat. More of the Thirty-Seventh had entered behind him, weapons in hand. “Sir?”

      For years, Marcus had suffered Hostus’s torture while the man had claimed his strategies and victories as his own. But no longer. “Stand down.”

      Felix lowered his weapon with obvious reluctance, but then reached forward to twist Hostus’s gladius out of his hand before tossing it in the corner.

      “We are through, Hostus,” Marcus said. “And there is nothing you can do about it, because you no longer outrank me.” Stepping closer so that they were eye to eye, Marcus inhaled the stench of blood on Hostus’s breath. “And without me to prop you up and win you honors, I think it won’t be long until you fall so far out of favor with the Senate that the Twenty-Ninth will be relegated to collecting taxes in the worst shithole the Empire has to offer. At least, that’s what you should hope for, because if you ever fall under my command, I’ll do my level best to see every last one of you put in the ground.”

      Hostus stared back at him, murder in his eyes. “You’d best hope if you ever cross paths with me again that you aren’t alone, Marcus.”

      Gibzen chose that moment to step into the tent. Still splattered with blood and sporting fresh stitches on his face, he looked between them, then said, “Agrippa isn’t in camp, sir.”

      “What do you mean, he’s not in camp?” Marcus demanded. “It’s primarily his men who are injured, why isn’t he in medical?”

      “Was the first place I looked,” Gibzen said. “Miki said he was there briefly. Stitched up Quintus and then left.”

      “Never where he’s supposed to be, our Agrippa,” Hostus murmured, moving to sit in his chair, one leg hooked over the arm. “Let me give you one last piece of advice, Marcus: avoid choosing officers with their own agendas.”

      Unease filled Marcus’s chest, because there was no love lost between Agrippa and the Twenty-Ninth and tonight would be their last chance to extract a pound of flesh from him. “Get Miki in here now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Minutes passed, and Marcus would’ve paced the tent but moving hurt. Breathing hurt. If he and Agrippa had managed to earn the Thirty-Seventh’s freedom only for the Twenty-Ninth to murder Agrippa in retaliation, there would be a reckoning. Hostus wouldn’t survive the night.

      As if sensing his thoughts, Hostus smiled, then sipped at his wine.

      Gibzen stepped back in the tent with Miki, supporting a limping Quintus, in tow. Both of them were battered, their eyes shadowed and faces drawn, but they saluted sharply.

      “Where’s Agrippa?”

      They exchanged looks, obviously weighing the choice of getting their friend in trouble versus getting him out of whatever trouble he might already be in. “He said he had something to do,” Miki finally said. “Asked to borrow what coin we had on us and that’s the last we saw of him. His gear is in the tent, though, so he couldn’t have gone far.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      “Twenty minutes, maybe.”

      Marcus could feel Hostus’s eyes boring into his back. “Where do you think he went?”

      Miki looked at the ground at his feet, and Marcus knew. “The laundress.”

      “Oh my,” Hostus crooned. “What scandal. Abandoning his post to go see a girl for one last go before the legion ships out. Though it is commendable that he obviously intended to pay her out.”

      “It wasn’t like that,” Quintus snapped. “She was with him because she liked him.”

      “You do realize,” Hostus said softly, “that that’s even worse.”

      “And no longer your problem.” Marcus stepped between them, pain lancing up his side with the motion. “Gibzen, take ten men to followers’ camp and find him. Now.”
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      Agrippa stiffened as a hand pressing a knife blade to his throat, and a heartbeat later, a familiar voice said, “Not a move, not a word, Primus, or we kill the girl.”

      “Carina,” Silvara gasped, her trepidation growing as Hecktor entered the tent, a knife in his hand. “What are you doing?”

      “Shut up, you stupid girl! Now take his weapons from him!”

      That was the last thing she wanted to do, because them revealing themselves meant they intended to kill Agrippa. But as she hesitated, Hecktor pressed his knife into her back, the tip slicing through her clothes and into her flesh, and she cried out.

      “Do what they say, Silvara,” Agrippa told her. “Take my weapons. You know where they are.”

      She fumbled at his belt, pulling out his knife.

      “This isn’t the moment to grow brave,” Hecktor said, and Silvara winced, trying to twist away from the knife digging into her flesh, but Hecktor only caught her by the hair and held her still.

      “Drop it on the ground,” Agrippa told her, the tonelessness in his voice making her shiver. “Get the rest.”

      Two more knives and then his gladius clattered to the ground.

      “Bind him,” Carina ordered, and a familiar face stepped into the tent, shock rendering Silvara speechless. It was her brother. How had he escaped Hydrilla? And why was he looking at her like that?

      Like she was the enemy.

      “Jac?” she finally managed to say. “You’re here. How—”

      “No thanks to you, Sister.” His voice was harsh and full of accusation, and he jerked roughly on Agrippa’s arms as he bound them.

      “I suppose it’s safe to assume the lot of you are rebels.” Agrippa’s eyes were on her, and Silvara found she couldn’t meet them.

      I’m sorry, she wanted to plead. Except to do so would be a lie. Everything she’d done had been to try to save her family, her people.

      “Who we are doesn’t matter,” Carina said. “You try anything, and I’ll slit your throat. Understood?”

      “Understood,” Agrippa answered, the expression on his face not one she’d seen before. Cold and dangerous. No longer the boy but the primus.

      Hecktor pressed the tip of his knife into her back, forcing her forward, the others following. No one stirred from the tents as they passed through them, the legion camp loud in the distance, but not loud enough to drown out the screams of people still being slaughtered in the fortress.

      “Their blood is on your hands, Silvara,” Carina snarled. “You chose to protect your lover instead of your people, and now your people are dead. If you’d only done your duty, winter would have come and the legions would have retreated.”

      What was Carina talking about? She’d told them everything she knew. Had betrayed Agrippa and revealed that Marcus was the mind behind the strategies.

      “If you’re going to cast blame, at least be accurate about it, you hag,” Agrippa said. “If the attack hadn’t worked, the plan was to winterize and starve the rebels out. Your victory was never in the cards. Everyone in that fortress was destined to die regardless of what Silvara did or didn’t tell you.”

      “Now we’ll never know.”

      They reached the edge of the river, where the frozen rapids rushed past, reflecting the flames of the torches on the bridge. In the distance, the waterfall roared, filling the air with icy mist.

      Carina pushed Agrippa to his knees next to the bank, her knife still at his throat. “Kill him, Silvara,” she demanded. “Kill him and prove your loyalty to Bardeen, and we will forgive this transgression.”

      “What transgression?” She clenched her teeth, unable to look at Agrippa though she felt his eyes on her. She’d betrayed him, and that could not be undone, but she refused to allow Carina to murder him for something not his fault. “I told you everything he knew, none of which made a difference. Killing him changes nothing.”

      Carina laughed, the tone cutting and cruel. “What was that you said, Primus? To be accurate when casting blame. Would you like to tell her the truth or should I?”

      Dread filled Silvara’s chest, and she turned to meet Agrippa’s gaze to find he was staring at the ground.

      “You were right that the Thirty-Seventh’s legatus was the mind behind their strategy but a fool to believe the boy’s primus wasn’t aware of all his plans. That he wasn’t a critical part of them. It was your lover who crawled up from a hole they dug under the city and slaughtered our people from the rear. Who slaughtered your father with his own blade.”

      “What?” The word slipped from her lips, horror filling her heart.

      “It’s true, Silvara,” her brother said, eyes bright with tears. “They crawled out of a tunnel beneath the city. Then they attacked from the rear. He killed Father.” Tears flooded down his cheeks as he pointed at Agrippa. “I saw him do it with my own eyes.”

      She turned to stare at him, her boots sliding on the ice and snow. “Please tell me it isn’t—”

      Her words were cut off by Agrippa rising with blinding speed, somehow loose of his binds. He ripped the knife from Carina’s hand, elbowing her hard in the stomach. Then he threw the knife.

      Silvara stood frozen as it flew past her cheek. A meaty thunk filled her ears as the knife struck Hecktor, and then Hecktor was pulling her backward.

      She saw Agrippa’s eyes fill with horror, and then she plunged beneath the frigid surface of the river.

      The cold was a slap to the face, sending ripples of pain through her body as she struggled to get her head above the rapids. Her skirts twisted around her legs, pulling her down, and spirits help her, she needed to breathe.

      Then arms locked around her.

      For a heartbeat, she thought it was Hecktor’s spirit, trying to drag her under, but then her head broke the surface and she heard Agrippa shout, “Quit fighting me! I’ve got you!”

      She clung to his neck, water washing over her face and making her choke and gag. And in the distance, the roar of the waterfall grew. Rocks slammed against her legs, everything blackness and cold, and then they jerked to a stop.

      “Climb!” Agrippa shouted in her ear, pushing her up onto a rock.

      Her nails scrabbled against the stone, her body sluggish and her muscles weak, but then she was out of the water. Coughing, she sucked in breath after breath. Spirits save her, but she was cold.

      “Silvara!” Agrippa gasped out her name, and she turned to see him clinging to the rock, the current trying to rip him back into the flow. “I need you to pull me up.”

      Instinct had her reaching for him, but then she paused, looking down. “Is it true? Did you lead the attack?” A shudder ran over her. “Did you kill my father?”

      He clawed at the rocks, struggling to get enough of a grip to pull himself up. “I’ll tell you everything. Just help me up.”

      Footsteps thudded against the ground, and she looked up to see Carina and Jac running toward them. She had to choose. “Tell me.”

      “I don’t know if I killed him. How could I?” Agrippa’s teeth were chattering as wildly as her own, the faint moonlight reaching through the clouds illuminating the panic in his eyes. “You told me they were dead. If I’d known—”

      “Would knowing have made a difference?”

      “The last thing I ever wanted was to hurt you.”

      He reached up for her hand, but she pulled back, afraid to let him touch her lest he undo her resolve. “You slaughtered my people! Attacked them without honor from behind! How could you believe that wouldn’t hurt me?”

      “There is no honor in war!” His body was shaking, the cold taking hold of him. As it was her. “It’s your life or theirs. That’s the way of it.”

      She shook her head sharply, fury rising in her chest, because she didn’t agree. The honor came from fighting for what was right, not because some rich politician told you to do it.

      “I didn’t have a choice.” His nails scratched the rock, slipping. “Hostus and the Twenty-Ninth were going to see us all dead if we didn’t take control. If we didn’t do it our way. This was the only way to protect my men.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, a decision forcing itself upon her.

      “Silvara!” She heard her brother call her name, but she ignored him.“You lied to me!”

      “And it’s the only smart thing I did!” Agrippa shouted at her. “Because if I hadn’t, all my men would be dead and Hydrilla still would have fallen! I trusted you and you betrayed me! Stabbed me in the back. It was you who leaked information to Hostus that saw Marcus nearly beaten to death. And you should thank your spirits he lived or else it wouldn’t just be your father who died, it would be every person in that cursed fortress!”

      “I did what I had to do to try to save my people!”

      “So did I!”

      Carina and her brother were nearly on them, weapons in their hands. And they wouldn’t hesitate. “When will you Empire boys see that the path they push you down is not the path you must follow? When will you see that there is another option, if only you’re willing to fight for it?”

      He glared at her, but she could see his strength faltering, the cold winning where weapons had not.

      “You made your choice, Agrippa. And it was to be the villain.” Her voice was bitter, filled with all the anger and hurt in her heart. Because how different would things have been if their stars hadn’t been crossed? If they hadn’t stood in opposition? If the world was not as it was? “And I’ve made my choice as well.”
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      Her heels struck out, catching him hard against the shoulders and knocking him back into the river.

      Water closed over his head, the current slamming him against rocks as it hurtled downstream.

      Clawing to the surface, he gasped in a breath and reached for the bank, but he couldn’t get a grip.

      The roar of the waterfall was deafening, drawing ever closer, and there was no chance of him escaping the flow.

      “Help!” He tried to scream, but water filled his mouth and he choked. And no help would reach him in time.

      You can do this, he ordered himself. Survive the drop and get to the bank. That’s all you have to do.

      The sound of falling water was like thunder now, his heart fueled by terror and the desire to live live live.

      Deep breath. He lifted his head, looking toward the drop.

      Only to realize he was on the wrong side of the river. That instead of heading toward the falls, he was being dragged to where the current split and half of the water disappeared down a hole.

      Panic flooded him, and he swam hard, trying to get across.

      But it was too late.

      Sucking in a breath, he plunged down into darkness.

      He fell with the water, both his legs snapping as he struck rock, then he was twisted sideways, blackness all around. He slammed against the walls of a tunnel, his body in agony, his chest spasming with the need to breathe.

      You can do this you can do this you can do this!

      But it hurt so much. And his eyes were filling with a growing glow of white light, and he needed to breathe.

      Then there was nothing.
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      She realized her error too late, a choked scream tearing from her lips as she saw Agrippa dragged not toward the falls where he had a hope of survival, but toward the yawning black opening of the plunge hole. She lunged to her feet, intending to race to help him, but then hands hauled her back.

      And in horror, she watched as Agrippa was dragged down into darkness.

      Murderer.

      “Silvara, we need to go!” Jac and Carina pulled on her arms, trying to draw her away from the riverbank.

      “I didn’t think you had it in you, girl.”

      A rough voice split the winter air, and they whirled to find a legionnaire standing a dozen feet back, weapon in hand. Then the moon peeked through the clouds, illuminating his face, and Silvara recognized one of Agrippa’s men. Clenching her teeth, she waited for him to strike, but he only laughed.

      “The great Agrippa, meeting his ends at the hands of a girl.” His shoulders shook. “Shame I’ll have to keep this story to myself.”

      Carina lifted her knife, but he only smirked. “Peace, woman. The girl did me a favor. I’ve been trying to get rid of Agrippa for a very long time. Would’ve been better to do it myself, but such is life. Now what to do with you three.”

      He drew closer and Silvara’s eyes skipped from the stitched wound on his cheek to his eyes. Cold and predatory, they made her want to freeze in place. Made her want to run for her life.

      “My first instinct,” he said, “is to kill all three of you and tell the boss it was you who murdered his man, but…I’m not sure that quite delivers the message I’d hoped for.”

      “Which message is that?” The question slipped from her lips, disgust for this young man whom Agrippa had likely trusted twisting her guts.

      “That trusting Agrippa was a mistake,” he answered. “That choosing him over me, who had his back from the beginning, was a mistake.”

      Anger rose in her chest, but before she could speak, Carina said, “What do we have to do for you to let us go?”

      “I’m glad you asked,” he said, and Silvara listened in cold silence to his plan before saying, “No.”

      “Don’t be a fool, girl,” Carina hissed. “The boy is dead and you killed him. An Empire legionnaire and an officer. They catch you, you’re dead. He’s giving you an out.”

      But at what cost? Already she’d murdered him, but to help this creature drag Agrippa’s name through the mud? She couldn’t…

      “The rebels who escaped are heading north,” the legionnaire said. “Move quick and you can catch them. Live another day, fight another day.”

      “And why would you want that?” she demanded, barely feeling as her brother wrapped his cloak over her shaking shoulders. “It means more fighting for you.”

      “Fighting’s my bread and butter, and what’s more, I like it.” He took a step toward them, and it took all her willpower to hold her ground. “And besides, you’re just a weak little girl. I fight you today or I fight you tomorrow, makes no difference to me.”

      I am not weak. Rage rose in her chest, the desire to lash out nearly consuming her. Except it would accomplish nothing but prove his point, because physically, she was weak. Whereas if she lived and learned, she might one day prove to him, and to those like him, that strength didn’t always lie in a blade. May allowing me to live be his mistake, she thought, not fighting to live be mine. “Tomorrow it is.”

      He huffed out a laugh of amusement. “You two get yourself gone. And you,” he pointed at Carina, “come with me. If you don’t sell this lie, mark my words, I’ll hunt you down and gut you.”

      With Carina in tow, he headed back toward the legion camp, leaving Silvara to lead her brother back to her tent. There, they swiftly packed her belongings, her heart aching as she slipped Agrippa’s weapons into her satchel. His gladius, she picked up last, it heavy in her hands. The pommel had the Cel dragon stamped on one side and a 37 on the other. A symbol of the Empire and its oppression over all it cast its shadow over.

      Yet as she stepped out into the night, the faint light of dawn glowing in the east, she belted the weapon around her waist.

      Because for her, it would be a symbol of something else entirely. For her, it would symbolize freedom. For Bardeen.

      And for herself.
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      The wait for news was interminable, especially with Hostus grinning like a cat on his chair and Grypus’s expression darkening with annoyance the longer he was forced to cool his heels.

      But he’d have rather the tension lasted forever, for when Gibzen stepped back inside the tent, his expression grim, Marcus’s stomach plummeted.

      “No sign of him. Or the girl. But this one,” he motioned for an older woman to step forward, “has information.”

      The woman took one look at Marcus and then prostrated herself on the carpets, quivering with terror.

      “What’s your name?” he asked. “And what do you know about my man and the laundress…?”

      “Silvara, sir,” Miki said quietly, his jaw working back and forth. “That’s her name.”

      “I’m called Carina, dominus,” she said, and Marcus grimaced at the honorific, because he was not the master of these people. “Silvara and your man…they’ve been carrying on together for some time—everyone knew it. He’d been spending the nights with her and such.”

      Nights? He’d told Agrippa to break it off. Hadn’t thought it would require an order.

      “And the plot thickens…” Hostus murmured. “Proconsul, what do you think of this revelation? Such poor behavior on the part of your golden children?”

      Grypus didn’t answer, but Marcus could feel his eyes on him. Waiting to see how he handled the situation.

      Looking at Miki and Quintus, he said, “Is this true?”

      They reluctantly nodded.

      Shit.

      “She was quite taken with him,” Carina continued. “With his charm and with all the gifts he gave her and the promises he made.”

      “What promises?” His heart was thundering in his chest, because while Agrippa had his faults, making false promises wasn’t one of them.

      The woman lifted her head, meeting his gaze. “She wouldn’t rightly say, dominus. Only smiled and said that they’d never be parted.”

      “Bullshit,” Quintus snarled. “She’s lying.”

      The woman cringed, shrinking down against the carpets. “I swear it’s true, dominus. I’ve naught to gain from lies. And tonight, after the battle, I saw him go to her tent. Saw them leave, him wearing civilian clothes and both with supplies on their backs.”

      “This is very damning information, indeed,” Hostus said, and Marcus fought the urge to turn around and strike him. Instead, he said to Gibzen, “They’ll have left tracks in the snow, go—”

      “Already done,” Gibzen said. “Soon as I heard her story, I sent men looking.”

      “Such a good dog,” Hostus said, clapping his hands. “He’d make an excellent replacement for your deserter.”

      Every man of the Thirty-Seventh in the tent flinched at the word.

      Deserter.

      Except Marcus didn’t believe it. Didn’t believe that Agrippa would abandon his brothers. Not when he knew this legion needed him. He was just taking the girl somewhere out of reach of the Twenty-Ninth. He probably thought that he’d be back before anyone noticed him gone. And if not for Grypus wanting battle stories, he might have been right. “Agrippa is no deserter.”

      “Are you so sure about that?” Hostus asked. “He was your rival at Lescendor, no? And is it not true that you ambushed him in the hallways of that glorious institution? Had your enforcers beat him until he conceded to your authority?” Hostus laughed. “Me, I would’ve killed him, but you? You, Marcus, made your rival an officer.”

      Who told you? Marcus wanted to scream, because those were Thirty-Seventh secrets, his secrets. “One of the many differences between us.”

      “And tonight… You ordered Agrippa to lead the vanguard, which meant almost certain death. Miraculously, he survived—hero to the Thirty-Seventh—but the glory goes all to you. I imagine that left a bitter taste, no?”

      His head was throbbing, waves of dizziness threatening to bring him to his knees, his tunic glued to him with blood. “Agrippa isn’t so vainglorious. You mistake him for yourself, Hostus.”

      Agrippa does love the glory… Had he underestimated how much?

      The older legatus shrugged. “Perhaps. But you still have no explanation for where he’s gone.”

      And maybe if Hostus and his men weren’t watching, weren’t listening, he’d have turned a blind eye for the sake of all Agrippa had done for him. But they were, and Grypus still had the power to change his mind about their freedom if he saw Marcus not adhering to legion law.

      So he nodded once at Gibzen. “Hunt them down.”
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      He blinked, sunlight burning into his eyes, the world blurry.

      And the pain.

      A sob tore from his lips because never in his life had he known suffering like this, but the motion sent shooting stabs of agony through him. Things were broken. Vital things.

      Things that couldn’t be repaired.

      But he wasn’t dead yet.

      Pushing himself up with his unbroken arm, he screamed through his clenched teeth, looking down to see one of his ribs jutting out through the torn fabric of his tunic, which was soaked with blood. More bone protruded from his shin, and as he stared at the damage, blood ran down from a slice in his scalp, filling one of his eyes with red.

      He was frozen, but the air was hot, the sun high in the sky. And around him wasn’t a snowy redwood forest but jungle, the banks of the river he sat next to carving a gap in the dense canopy.

      Where am I?

      How am I here?

      There was only one way, which a glance over his shoulder confirmed. From the distant cliff protruded a glittering stem of black xenthier crystal from which gushed the frigid waters of the river in Bardeen. And as he blinked, he saw there were redwoods scattered amongst the jungle trees, towering sentinels that reached above the canopy to the sky.

      Dropping his eyes back to the water, he saw a face and jumped. Only to realize it was the corpse of the rebel he’d killed on the banks—the older man. The man he’d murdered believing Silvara was in danger.

      Her face filled his vision, her dark eyes filled with anger and resignation. You made your choice, Agrippa. Her voice was loud in his ears. And it was to be the villain.

      Guilt twisted through his pain, but also anger because how could doing what he had to in order to protect his family be wrong? How did that make him the villain?

      You killed her father.

      “I didn’t know her family was in the city,” he tried to shout, though it came out as a gasp. “It’s not my fault. I never wanted to hurt her.”

      But you did.

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      Your choice your choice your choice, her voice whispered.

      Crunch.

      The sound of snapping branches echoed over the roar of falling water, and Agrippa looked across the river flow to see a pair of golden eyes staring at him. Striped fur. Teeth as long as his little finger.

      Fear rose in his chest, giving him strength, and he dragged himself down to the water, hand closing over a rock. He rolled, the icy water soaking his back, getting his arm up to strike—

      To find a naked man standing where the tiger had been.

      “Where…” The world was swimming out of focus, and his weapon slipped from his grasp. “Where am I?”

      The man, who had dark skin and hair, frowned. Then, holding up his hands in a gesture of peace, he stepped forward. Giving a slight shake of his head, the man caught Agrippa under the arms, ignoring his screams as he dragged him farther up the bank. Through the agony, Agrippa felt the man press the rock back into his palm, the words he spoke in a language Agrippa had never heard before.

      He blinked, then watched a large tiger bound across the river and disappear into the brush.
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      “They pushed into rebel territory,” Gibzen said. “Fell in with those who escaped Hydrilla, so I’ll need more men if you want me to pursue. The rebels are armed…”

      “Such a shame they were allowed to escape,” Hostus murmured. “If only those guarding the cliffs had been ordered to kill those escaping, we might not have this problem.”

      Marcus was freezing cold and yet sweat poured down him in rivulets, no amount of water quenching his thirst.

      “This seems rather damning,” Grypus said from where he sat at the table, an enormous platter of breakfast in front of him. The smell of it made Marcus want to vomit. “Might be time to make the call, boy.”

      Hostus strolled to one of the cabinets, unlocking it with a key from his belt pouch and pulling out a large ledger embossed with a 37, Celendor’s dragon curled around it. Circling the table, he set the book down and flipped through the pages of numbers, each representing a young man in the legion, before finally pausing on Agrippa’s number. “Afraid I can’t sign this for you anymore,” he said. “Only you can sentence your own, now. It is the law.”

      Give him more time.

      Allow him the chance to come back.

      Trust him.

      The thoughts twisted through his head, his breath coming far too fast, a familiar wheeze marking every inhalation. Every exhalation.

      “Sir,” Gibzen said quietly. “Some don’t forget what came before the legions as well as others, and Agrippa is half Bardenese. Maybe having to fight his own people tonight pushed him over the edge.”

      “The Thirty-Seventh are his people,” Marcus snapped, the comment hitting too close to home, because he’d never forgotten the family he’d been born to. Couldn’t forget them, for if anyone learned the truth of his birth, he’d hang alongside them in Celendrial’s Forum.

      “You’ll get no argument from me on that,” Gibzen answered. “But it’s an easy thing for you to say given your blood is Cel through and through. Respectfully, ain’t no one asking you to fight your own, sir.”

      And it had never even occurred to him that Agrippa might care. That he might hold some level of sentiment for the province he’d never seen until the Thirty-Seventh had marched in to quell the rebellion.

      Pushing aside his plate, Grypus picked up the thick paper with the Senate’s seal that granted the Thirty-Seventh their status. Their freedom from Hostus and the Twenty-Ninth and all of this mess. Freedom so many had bled and died for. “Not everyone has the stomach to lead,” the proconsul said. “I thought you did, but if you aren’t willing to uphold the laws the legions live by, then perhaps I was wrong.”

      His hands were tied. If he didn’t do this, the Thirty-Seventh would suffer. And he silently cursed Agrippa for being led astray by a girl. Cursed himself for not having seen the magnitude of the primus’s affections for her and for not intervening before it was too late. A mistake he’d never make again.

      Guilt thick in his guts, Marcus took the pen Hostus held out to him and wrote deserter next to Agrippa’s name, then signed his own with the date. He stared at the ink, watching it dry, then closed the book.

      “We’ll track him down for you,” Hostus purred. “And rest assured, we’ll send him to you alive and whole to receive legion justice.”

      Sickness rose in Marcus’s throat, but he swallowed it down, forcing his face into blankness. “By your leave, Proconsul, we’ll be underway.”

      “You have it,” Grypus said, handing Marcus the precious document. “Safe travels, Legatus. And good luck in Chersome.”

      Tucking the ledger under one arm, Marcus strode out into the snow and cold, looking up at the walls of Hydrilla, illuminated by the setting sun. Conquered in an hour and yet he felt no pride in the victory. And never would.

      “We’re ready,” Felix said. “Racker’s got a place in the wagons with the rest of the injured. You get some sleep, I’ll take care of the march.”

      Marcus only shook his head. “Get me my horse. I need to ride out.”

      The animal was led forward, all gleaming white and crimson caparisons, and Marcus clenched his teeth against the pain as he mounted, surveying the thousands of young men ready to march on his command. “Move out,” he shouted, then heeled his horse toward the camp gates, a column of men forming behind him and the Thirty-Seventh’s golden standard.

      Felix trotted his horse next to him, their knees bumping together as they rode over the bridge, the waterfall roaring loud in the distance. “So,” his friend said. “Chersome. We take that island for the Senate and the Empire will control every stretch of land north and south. We’ll be famous. Though I wonder what the bastards will do with themselves when there is nowhere—and no one—left to conquer.”

      “There is always something to conquer,” Marcus answered. And with drums and horns filling the air to accompany the sound of over five thousand men on the march, he led them toward the sea.
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      Whether minutes or hours or days passed, Agrippa couldn’t have said, for there was nothing but pain. Nothing but his own voice screaming inward, willing his lungs to keep drawing in air, for his heart to keep beating, for his body to live. Nothing but the accusation in her eyes, telling him that he deserved this.

      Then a hand touched his shoulder, and he jerked, catching a sob with his teeth as he looked up into the naked man’s eyes. “I know it’s warm,” he said between ragged breaths. “But you should really get some clothes. Some of us are quite prudish.”

      Then he focused beyond, seeing that the man wasn’t alone. A dozen men and women wearing armor made of leather and plate metal watched, all of them with weapons in hand.

      “I’m flattered,” he whispered, “that you think so many were required to do me in. Sadly, I think another hour of bleeding should do it.”

      The group exchanged frowning glances, speaking in low voices. Then a girl no older than Agrippa was himself nodded. The only two unarmed among them—man and woman—approached, one of them saying something to the naked man, which Agrippa was fairly certain meant hold him down because that was what he did.

      The woman took hold of Agrippa’s left leg and jerked it straight, pulling a scream from his lips even as she did the same to the other.

      Then the pain in his legs was gone.

      “How…?” he gasped, but the rest of the words fell away as the pair moved from injury to injury, seeming to vanquish them with their touch.

      And they aged as they did it.

      Wrinkles creased their faces, strands of grey worked through their hair, and age spots rose on their skin. It was not possible. He was either dead or dreaming, because this was not possible.

      Pulling a knife from her belt, the now middle-aged woman cut away his clothes, gave him a look that promised pain, and sliced him open.

      He passed out.

      And when he came to again, all the pain was gone. Not just the injuries from the river but those from the battle. Those from his fight with Carmo. All just…gone.

      The pair who’d done it sat on the riverbank, ancient and grey and stooped, surrounded by all the warriors but one.

      The girl sat next to him, watching him with considering eyes. She wasn’t particularly attractive but there was a presence about her unlike anything he’d felt before. As though she were not entirely of this world.

      “Where am I?” he asked, trying first in Cel and then moving through every language in the Empire, but the girl only frowned until, at last, he tried the Maarin tongue—one spoken by traders all across the Empire. “Where am I?”

      “Oh, good,” she replied. “I was concerned you only spoke in gibberish. As to where you are, that depends on who you ask.”

      “I’m asking you,” he said. “I’m an officer in the Thirty-Seventh Legion. You’ll be paid handsomely by the Senate for assisting me.” And he’d be paid handsomely by the Senate when he told them what these people could do. To have one of them in the medical tent… Racker might be forced to finally pick up a gladius and fight.

      “And we are back to gibberish.” She tilted her head. “You are in the Uncharted Lands, near the border of what the usurpers now call Arinoquia.” His face must have been blank, because she patted his cheek. “On the eastern coast of the Southern Continent.”

      Dread filled him, his eyes moving from her face to the sun, which was high in the sky. When he’d fallen in the river, it had been the middle of the night. Which meant…

      “Where are you from?” she asked.

      “The Celendor Empire,” he whispered, and then, because it had to be the truth, he added, “On the other side of Reath.”

      Winds blew across the group, voices carrying on them that seemed as vast as the sky. As deep as the seas. All of them saying the same thing.

      Welcome to the Dark Shores.
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        Please enjoy this exclusive excerpt from

        DARK SHORES

      

      

      Marcus stretched one leg in front of him and eyed the cards in his hand. He did not remember Celendrial being this hot. The Thirty-Seventh Legion had been back for little more than a week after seven years abroad, and he was ready to be gone again. Judging from the look of his friends, he wasn’t alone. It was only just past dawn and Servius and Felix were both stripped to the waist and sweating profusely.

      Felix threw his cards on the table. “I’m out.”

      “Me too.” Servius leaned back, staring up at the sun. “I never thought I’d miss the snow, but damned if I don’t.”

      “Go for a swim,” Marcus told him, pulling the coins off the table into an already-bulging purse.

      “Not a chance.” Servius grimaced. “Celendrial’s waters are full of beasties.”

      “Just take a slower swimmer with you,” Marcus said, shifting again on his stool. This idleness was enough to drive him mad.

      “No, I’ll have none of that. Would rather sweat.”

      “Shame.” Felix waved a hand in front of his nose. “You stink. I’m surprised the combined stench of your sweat and farts hasn’t seared off my nose hairs.”

      “You’d look better if they had, you golden-skinned shit,” Servius retorted, but Marcus had already tuned them out. His mind was for other things—namely, why the Senate called them back. It was true that Chersome had been subdued, yet their departure felt premature. The island contained more violence and unrest than all the other provinces combined. There was no better place for the Thirty-Seventh. And given that it was about as far away from Celendrial as one could get, there was no better place for him.

      A small voice from behind him broke his reverie. “I’m looking for the Thirty-Seventh Legion.”

      Marcus turned to find a young servant standing a few paces away. He held a rolled sheaf of parchment, his sandaled feet shifting nervously in the dirt.

      “The Thirty-Seventh?” asked Servius. “What reason do you think to find them here?”

      The boy’s gaze flicked anxiously between them, not hearing the sarcasm in Servius’s voice. The number was everywhere. Wrought in gold on the dragon standard wedged in the ground a few paces away. Emblazoned on countless banners flapping in the wind. Tattooed large and black on the chests of all the 4,118 young men lounging around the camp. The boy opened his mouth, then closed it again, the parchment shaking in his hands.

      Servius laughed, the sound making the child cringe.

      “Shut your mouth, Servius,” Marcus said. The boy wasn’t stupid; he was terrified. And rightly so. Judging from the curved blue tattoos across his forehead, he was from Chersome. The Thirty-Seventh had decimated his country and forced his countrymen into indentured servitude. Whoever had chosen him to deliver this message either was exceedingly ignorant or had a malicious sense of humor. “We are the Thirty-Seventh,” Marcus said, rising to his feet.

      The boy took a step back.

      “Who is your message for?”

      The parchment crumpled under the servant’s grip. “Legatus Marcus. Legionnaire number one five one nine.”

      “You’ve found him.” Marcus held out a hand for the message, but the boy clutched it to his chest.

      “I’m supposed to ask for proof.” His chin trembled.

      “You disrespectful little—” Servius was on his feet in an instant, reaching for the boy.

      Marcus swung an arm, catching his friend in the face and knocking him back. “Sit. Down.”

      Servius sat.

      Taking hold of the neck of his tunic, Marcus tugged it down. Turning around to reveal the number tattooed across his back, he asked, “Is this satisfactory proof?”

      The only response he got was stifled sobs. Sighing, he pulled the tunic back into place. Moving slowly toward the kneeling boy, he extracted the sweaty parchment from his grip. “Go tell your master that you’ve done your duty.”

      The boy scrambled to his feet and bolted through the camp. “Rude little shit,” Servius mumbled through the rag he held to his face. “Marcus, I think you broke my nose.”

      Marcus ignored him. Walking a few paces from his friends, he unrolled the parchment, taking in the few, precisely written lines.

      “They going to let us into the city?” Felix asked.

      “No.” Marcus reread the message, then tucked the parchment away. “They’ll not give this legion leave to enter Celendrial at will.”

      “’S not fair,” Servius said through his rag. “They let the Forty- First in.”

      “The Forty-First’s different,” Felix answered. “It’s like letting a legion of kittens loose in the streets.”

      “I can purr.”

      Marcus sidestepped the spray of blood and spit from Servius’s demonstration and made his way toward his tent. Inside, he stripped off his sweaty clothes and motioned for his man to bring him a clean tunic. Pulling the fabric over his head, he again cursed the heat of Celendrial as the wool glued to his back. Amarin, his Sibalese manservant, was strapping on Marcus’s armor when his friends decided to follow him in.

      “Social call?” Felix asked, one eyebrow rising.

      Marcus grunted a negative at his second-in-command. “Been summoned.”

      “Senate?”

      “No.” Picking up his gladius, he belted it on while his red cloak was fastened to his shoulders, the thread of the golden dragon emblazoned on it gleaming. “But by a senator.”

      A slow smile worked its way onto Felix’s face. “Answers, then? A mission.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You got the itch?”

      “I’ve always got the itch.” Servius laughed, scratching his ass.

      They both ignored him.

      Marcus did have the itch, as Felix called it. The feeling he got before a battle or a mission assignment. Or when something meaningful was about to happen. Except something didn’t feel right. Why had they been recalled? Why, given their reputation, had the Senate left them to languish outside their precious capital? Why had he been called, not to stand before the Senate, but to meet with one man? And what did it say about this man that he would send a Chersomian to deliver his message? This was more than an itch; it was like trying to sleep in a hair shirt.

      “You going to tell us who?”

      “The man whose name is on everyone’s lips this morning.” Marcus picked up his red and gold crested helmet and shoved it on his head. “Lucius Cassius.”

      
        
        A SAILOR WITH A WILL OF IRON... A SOLDIER WITH A SECRET... A DANGEROUS QUEST.

      

      

      
        
        JOURNEY ACROSS THE ENDLESS SEAS IN

        DARK SHORES

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Danielle L. Jensen is the USA Today bestselling author of The Malediction Novels, the Dark Shores series, and The Bridge Kingdom series. She lives in Calgary, Alberta with her family and guinea pigs.

      
        
        Find her at www.danielleljensen.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

      

    

  

cover1.jpeg
,,eﬁmmmrm,‘
. JEN

/'t Lol I\ " ¢
TARNISHED

EMPIRE

—— ATALE FROM THE DARK SHORES ——





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg
THE BARRENS





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
&

o
%

2
‘e





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
“T loved every word.” —Sarah . Mass, #1 New York Times bistselling author

USA Teday bestselling author

DANIELLE L. JENSEN





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





